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BOTTOM-UP REVOLUTION
“Staying where I am is the right thing to 
do. I can keep my ears close to the 
ground.  The higher you go up the 
ladder, the tighter your hands are tied.” 
28
FOUR DOLLARS, 
WELL SPENT
Despite days lled with hard labour on 
the elds, they barely made enough to 
cover the most basic needs. 
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“I just want them to succeed. I 
wouldn’t want them to look up to me 
and say, “Oh, K did this for me”. I just 
want them to make it, and be happy. 
And that’s all I want for them and I’m 
still going to try my best for them.” 
... p. 31
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Leadership at the Singapore Management University. It is a 
selection of feature stories, interview articles and opinion pieces 
about how leadership is being exercised around societal 
challenges in Asia. We hope that Catalyst Asia will inform, 
inspire and catalyse new ideas for change.
The views and opinions expressed in this publication are those 
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EDITOR’S NOTE
At Catalyst Asia, we believe that real life is only captured at a 
particular moment in time. Everything you read here is accurate 
at the point in which it was recorded. We do not expect details 
to stay the same and we hope that they do not. On the cover, 
the ISL globe motif illuminates a featured picture but intentionally 
obscures certain parts to imply that the perspectives presented 
in Catalyst Asia are by no means a complete picture. We frame 
the story and offer a point of view. It is then up to you, the 
reader, to form your own understanding and imagine how the 
remaining pieces of the story could look like. 
Perhaps you could help complete the story, or create a new life- 
changing one. Either way, we hope the stories you read here will 
not leave you the same. Continue to stay with us on this journey at 
isl.smu.edu.sg/catalystasia – our online platform that is updated 
monthly with inspiring insights on individuals and organisations 
that continue to do their part for the betterment of society.
Scan Here To Find Out More About ISL
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STORIES FROM THE GROUND
TOILING AWAY ON 
LAND ISSUES 
I have often wondered why it is far easier to ignore a 
problem than to do something about it. Why is it 
harder to earn a dollar but so easy to spend one? 
Why does it seem harder to do good than bad?
There are probably no easy answers to these 
questions. But one thing is for certain – doing good 
may be hard work but it is totally worth doing.
At the Institute for Societal Leadership, our goal is to 
help people do good better. We don’t think we can 
help leaders do good well, because we are not 
subject matter experts. What we can do is to create 
platforms for leaders to come together to learn from 
each other and invest in research into societal 
leadership, so that generations of societal leaders can 
learn from those before. Through leadership 
development programmes, we also increase the 
leadership capacity of societal leaders who will do 
good better – as better leaders.
Societal leaders make a difference wherever they are. 
They leave lasting impact on their communities. Be it a 
country, a people, an organisation or simply their 
neighbours, societal leaders seek to create sustainable 
value and impact for the betterment of societies within 
their sphere of inuence.
FOREWORD
Written carefully in small print in Latt Ky’s 
notebook are a list of provinces in Cambodia, 
with numbers right next to them. Siem Reap 
province, where the famed Angkor Wat 
archaeological temple complex is located, 
has 25 scrawled by it; northeastern 
Ratanakkiri province, home to a diverse 
forest ecosystem and indigenous people, lists 
18; and Kampot, an idle riverside province 
where vacationers venture, has 15. 
It continues until 23 provinces are covered – 
just two shy of the total number within the 
country. These are the number of complaints 
his human rights organisation, ADHOC, has 
received in the last three months concerning 
land rights disputes, he said. 
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TEXT AND PHOTO BY DENE-HERN CHEN
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Take for example, KK of Tiny Toones in Cambodia, 
who takes in street kids and ignites their passion for 
learning through breakdancing. Or Azalea 
Ayuningtyas of Du’Anyam, who helps to curb infant 
mortality in Indonesia’s remote islands by helping 
pregnant women get out of their poverty cycle. 
All these societal leaders have one thing in common. 
They want their societies to be better. Regardless of 
the hard work and sacrice, they do good because 
they believe they can make a difference.
We hope you will be inspired by their stories in our 
fourth edition of Catalyst Asia, and be invigorated by 
their ideas and tenacity. There are more stories on 
isl.smu.edu.sg/catalystasia and documentaries that we 
have produced on some of these leaders. Read them, 
watch them, share them.
Be inspired.
MARTIN TAN
Executive Director, Institute for Societal Leadership
“So far, there are 185 complaints from 
affected communities and small-scale 
farmers,” said Latt Ky, who is head of 
ADHOC’s land and natural resources 
section. “I can say that in 2015, 
land-grabbing is the leading case 
[compared to] other land rights issues.” 
CONTENTIOUS WORK
These numbers, documented in his neat 
handwriting, belies the highly volatile and 
pervasive problem of land rights in 
Cambodia. Last year, the former UN special 
rapporteur to Cambodia, Surya Subedi, said 
in his nal press statement before leaving the 
country that many of these problems have 
persisted despite the government imposing a 
moratorium on issuing land concession to 
development companies. 
“[L]and rights have been and remain the 
number one human rights issue in the 
country,” Surya pointed out. “The number 
of land disputes and families affected by 
them reportedly rose sharply in 2014. A 
great number of long-standing disputes 
also remain unsolved, many dating back 
nearly a decade.” 
At the forefront of the effort to quell these 
issues is ADHOC, a non-prot organisation 
that was formed in 1991 by a group of 
former political prisoners. Since then, its 
mandate has been to monitor Cambodia’s 
human rights violations, and help people to 
defend themselves by providing them legal 
aid and training sessions.  
NO SIMPLE SOLUTION TO ISSUE OF 
LAND GRABS 
While the organisation also works on 
women and children issues and migrant 
labour rights, their programme on land rights 
has garnered them the most attention – 
perhaps due to their reach into the most 
remote parts of the country. According to 
ADHOC, from the year 2000 to 2013, more 
than 770,000 people have been affected 
by land grabs. And that number has not 
stopped growing since. 
Latt Ky, who has been with ADHOC since 
1996, said that this issue is highly complicated. 
Land grabbing – which he believes to be the 
most pervasive violation this year – is often 
committed by powerful business owners or 
companies that try to encroach into 
farmland used by residents who have lived 
there for decades. The other problem is the 
government’s awarding of economic land 
concessions, which is often done without any 
impact assessment to a community’s 
livelihood. Finally, the third comes in the 
form of forced evictions, when residents are 
kicked off their land without the appropriate 
compensation by companies, and sometimes 
with the help of government forces. 
At the heart of most of these conicts is the 
government, who either play the role of a 
perpetrator or a lax enforcer. 
“They don’t have good governance, 
especially when it comes to transparency 
and accountability to the poor,” said Latt Ky. 
“They have good policies, they 
have good laws [and] they have 
good sub-decrees. But there is a 
lack of implementation and a lack 
of political will of pushing 
forward the good implementation 
of the policies.”
ROAD BLOCKS FOR ADVOCATES
Meanwhile, as ADHOC and organisations 
like it – such as Licadho, which also monitors 
these issues – advocate for disenfranchised 
and displaced Cambodians, their ability to 
work freely appears to be threatened. 
ADHOC gures show that more than 120 
people were charged and arrested in 2014 
in connection to land disputes. 
Most notably last year, prominent 
environmental activist Alejandro 
Gonzalez-Davidson, who was working 
with Mother Nature – a local NGO in Koh 
Kong province – was arrested and forced 
to leave the country the same day. Critics 
said that it was because he had been 
active in campaigning against a 
hydropower dam linked to a senator. If 
built, the dam will displace the local 
population living around it, including the 
indigenous Jong minority people. 
This shrinking space for activists is why it is so 
important for the average Cambodian citizen 
to be aware of their rights, Latt Ky added. 
“When we work on land, it’s not 
just about monitoring the issues,” 
he said. “The second thing we have 
to do is people empowerment, 
which means to strengthen the 
community empowerment to know 
about their basic human rights and 
know how to advocate for 
themselves, and to have 
[knowledge on] conflict resolution.”
ADHOC regularly organises workshops in 
provinces throughout Cambodia, bringing 
together locals and village ofcials to 
educate them about the laws in the 
country, and about how conicts can be 
resolved through negotiation. 
NO CLEAR END IN SIGHT
But successes are hard-won. That is because 
the majority of victims rarely have an actual 
land title – all they have to prove their 
ownership is the number of years they have 
spent on it. 
Furthermore, it is often the wealthy that 
hold land titles because they have the 
means to apply for these documents, and 
Latt Ky does not believe that it is in the 
villagers’ favour to go through the legal 
system to win back their land. 
“This is because of the [lack of] 
independence of the court,” he said. “When 
[the occupiers] are rich and powerful, they 
have the possibility to apply for the 
documents to prove evidence that they own 
the land. But most of the land is only 
registered when a complaint is led to the 
court, so the real owners – who are the 
small-scale farmers – cannot win the case.” 
Latt Ky admits that the Cambodian context of 
this issue often means that ADHOC has to 
take a “glass half-full” approach when 
working on them. If farmers and villagers are 
not actively kicked off their land, this is 
considered a success, he said.
“Pending cases are successful because that 
means that the victim is able to continue to 
occupy and farm the land,” he said, adding 
that about 70 to 80 percent of cases remain 
pending each year. 
LEADING THE BLIND
While most people have their work spaces littered with paperwork, 
Moses Choo has every inch of his desk covered by equipment.
Being blind, he needs a range of specialised equipment to carry 
out his work as the executive director of the National Council for 
the Blind in Malaysia.
There is his computer, tted with a device to read out printed text. 
In front of him is a Braille typewriter and nearby, a Braille printer. 
There’s also an electronic magnifying glass and a smartphone, 
which now comes with voice software.
Written carefully in small print in Latt Ky’s 
notebook are a list of provinces in Cambodia, 
with numbers right next to them. Siem Reap 
province, where the famed Angkor Wat 
archaeological temple complex is located, 
has 25 scrawled by it; northeastern 
Ratanakkiri province, home to a diverse 
forest ecosystem and indigenous people, lists 
18; and Kampot, an idle riverside province 
where vacationers venture, has 15. 
It continues until 23 provinces are covered – 
just two shy of the total number within the 
country. These are the number of complaints 
his human rights organisation, ADHOC, has 
received in the last three months concerning 
land rights disputes, he said. 
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in his 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country,” Surya pointed out. “The number 
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them reportedly rose sharply in 2014. A 
great number of long-standing disputes 
also remain unsolved, many dating back 
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t organisation 
that was formed in 1991 by a group of 
former political prisoners. Since then, its 
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MALAYSIA
These tools enable the blind to communicate effectively in the 
world of written text, and have enabled many like Moses to 
live independently. 
Before he joined the council in 2002, he was a manager at an 
accounting rm, where he began as a telephonist.
Today, he manages 13 staff, half of whom are sighted. Moses is 
responsible for running the council, raising the RM2 million that 
they need every year, researching initiatives to assist the blind to 
be independent, and trying to get them implemented.
The National Council for the Blind – set up in 1986 – also acts as 
coordinator for the other ve sight-related organisations in Malaysia. 
Four of the organisations are led by the sighted, while the Society of 
the Blind is manned wholly by the visually handicapped. 
There are around 30,000 blind and partially-sighted people 
in Malaysia.
“Being a coordinating body is no joke, it can feel like running the 
United Nations!” Moses said.
He’s currently working with the other ve societies on a training 
programme for teachers on how to use a new reading software 
and a revised format of Braille English. 
He’s also working with them to hire job placement ofcers for 
the blind.  
“Once a blind person nishes his or her training, he or she should 
be able to start a family and be independent. People always think 
that it’s not safe for the blind to be outside the home but we, too, 
want to have a life of our own,” Moses pointed out.
Although there are now hundreds of blind teachers and a few 
lawyers, academics and businessmen in Malaysia, that’s still too 
few, said Moses, as employers are reluctant to hire qualied blind 
graduates for senior positions.
These are areas that job placement ofcers can assist in.
The National Council for the Blind encourages the different 
societies to take up these initiatives, and will provide support and 
some funding to implement them.
At present, the council is almost entirely funded by donations. 
But the going is tough, to say the least, even when there’s 
enough money for projects. 
Bureaucracy can be a stumbling block, said Moses. For instance, 
the blind societies have been trying to get websites to be made 
blind-friendly. This means that the sites, especially those 
belonging to the public service, should provide information in the 
form of documents, not photographs.
This is because the software available for the blind can read out 
documents but not photographs.
But there doesn’t seem to be any way of getting this done.
“We have to accept that we do what we can, and we don’t dwell 
on things that we can’t,” noted Moses.
He added that one of the biggest hurdles the blind has to 
overcome is prejudice and a lack of understanding. For instance, 
many are uncomfortable with a blind person being their 
supervisor or manager.
“People often think that if a person is blind, they 
should not be a decision-maker or leader. They think 
that they can’t ask too much of a disabled person,” 
said Moses.
These may be tough challenges to address, but he advises the 
blind to remain persistent and not to shy away. This is based on 
his own experience in working his way up from telephonist to 
manager so many years ago.
“We need to nd a way to do things and to get people to work 
with us, so that people will have condence in us,” shared Moses. 
“We, too, need to see ourselves as persons who are able to 
perform, and not feel inferior. That’s the biggest stumbling block 
for many.” 
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While most people have their work spaces littered with paperwork, 
Moses Choo has every inch of his desk covered by equipment.
Being blind, he needs a range of specialised equipment to carry 
out his work as the executive director of the National Council for 
the Blind in Malaysia.
There is his computer, tted with a device to read out printed text. 
In front of him is a Braille typewriter and nearby, a Braille printer. 
There’s also an electronic magnifying glass and a smartphone, 
which now comes with voice software.
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SINGAPORE
A LEADING SECRET 
Singapore, like many other parts of the 
world, speaks in hushed tones about 
mental health. While it is common for 
relatives and friends to talk about their 
visits to the doctor or their struggles with 
a sickness, it is hard for someone with a 
mental health disorder to open up to 
their loved ones. 
Local gures show that 12% of 
Singaporeans will suffer at least one 
mental health disorder in their lifetime. 
This means more than one person in your 
life could be suffering without you 
knowing it.
An Institute of Mental Health study 
showed that nine in 10 people believe 
sufferers of mental illness "could get 
These tools enable the blind to communicate effectively in the 
world of written text, and have enabled many like Moses to 
live independently. 
Before he joined the council in 2002, he was a manager at an 
accounting rm, where he began as a telephonist.
Today, he manages 13 staff, half of whom are sighted. Moses is 
responsible for running the council, raising the RM2 million that 
they need every year, researching initiatives to assist the blind to 
be independent, and trying to get them implemented.
The National Council for the Blind – set up in 1986 – also acts as 
coordinator for the other ve sight-related organisations in Malaysia. 
Four of the organisations are led by the sighted, while the Society of 
the Blind is manned wholly by the visually handicapped. 
There are around 30,000 blind and partially-sighted people 
in Malaysia.
“Being a coordinating body is no joke, it can feel like running the 
United Nations!” Moses said.
He’s currently working with the other ve societies on a training 
programme for teachers on how to use a new reading software 
and a revised format of Braille English. 
He’s also working with them to hire job placement ofcers for 
the blind.  
“Once a blind person nishes his or her training, he or she should 
be able to start a family and be independent. People always think 
that it’s not safe for the blind to be outside the home but we, too, 
want to have a life of our own,” Moses pointed out.
Although there are now hundreds of blind teachers and a few 
lawyers, academics and businessmen in Malaysia, that’s still too 
few, said Moses, as employers are reluctant to hire qualied blind 
graduates for senior positions.
These are areas that job placement ofcers can assist in.
The National Council for the Blind encourages the different 
societies to take up these initiatives, and will provide support and 
some funding to implement them.
At present, the council is almost entirely funded by donations. 
But the going is tough, to say the least, even when there’s 
enough money for projects. 
Bureaucracy can be a stumbling block, said Moses. For instance, 
the blind societies have been trying to get websites to be made 
blind-friendly. This means that the sites, especially those 
belonging to the public service, should provide information in the 
form of documents, not photographs.
This is because the software available for the blind can read out 
documents but not photographs.
But there doesn’t seem to be any way of getting this done.
“We have to accept that we do what we can, and we don’t dwell 
on things that we can’t,” noted Moses.
He added that one of the biggest hurdles the blind has to 
overcome is prejudice and a lack of understanding. For instance, 
many are uncomfortable with a blind person being their 
supervisor or manager.
“People often think that if a person is blind, they 
should not be a decision-maker or leader. They think 
that they can’t ask too much of a disabled person,” 
said Moses.
These may be tough challenges to address, but he advises the 
blind to remain persistent and not to shy away. This is based on 
his own experience in working his way up from telephonist to 
manager so many years ago.
“We need to nd a way to do things and to get people to work 
with us, so that people will have condence in us,” shared Moses. 
“We, too, need to see ourselves as persons who are able to 
perform, and not feel inferior. That’s the biggest stumbling block 
for many.” 
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better if they wanted to", while half of 
those surveyed said that such problems 
are "a sign of personal weakness". 
Such stigmatising attitudes have 
prevented people from seeking 
professional help and getting diagnosed, 
for fear of discrimination and being 
labeled as mentally ill.
CHANGING THE NARRATIVE
Nicole Kay, founder of The Tapestry 
Project, wanted to end the isolation and 
chose to do so with her story. 
“It took me 9 years to share about my 
journey with depression and anxiety. 
When I was diagnosed in 2006, I 
didn’t need more campaigns or 
booklets to tell me how to care for my 
mental health. I needed a person who 
was willing to share with me his or her 
experience, and to assure me that I can 
come out of this stronger, that a 
diagnosis isn’t a death sentence. 
Unfortunately, that didn’t happen. I felt 
like I was very alone in this struggle and 
decided that I didn’t want others to feel 
as alone as I once did. So sharing my 
personal story came to mind. As I did 
this, people gradually opened up to me 
about their personal struggles with 
mental health,” shares Nicole.
She started The Tapestry Project SG, an 
online publication with authentic stories 
on mental health, so that survivors can 
build a larger “tapestry” of tales to 
comfort and encourage one another 
with. The project seeks to actively 
transform the stigma of mental illness and 
allows survivors to see tangibly how their 
journeys, threaded with hope, 
interweave with one another to form a 
picture of community. 
“Many of us tend to ‘know about’ mental 
illness, but seldom ‘know of’ the ones 
suffering from it. With Tapestry, I hope to 
restore that sense of dignity, to honour 
those whose lives have been touched by 
mental illness,” she explains. 
GETTING TO THE HEART OF 
THE STORY
Though the tales have been beautiful and 
moving, the storytellers are usually shy 
by nature. Many survivors are concerned 
about public judgment and are afraid of 
their family members nding out about 
their condition. Some lack condence in 
their writing ability, while others who 
lack faith in their own stories would 
rather be a silent supporter than share 
their experiences. 
“People need to know that they are 
precious, that their stories matter 
and that every journey is unique. 
I usually encourage them to write their 
own stories and forget about the 
grammar. It’s not an exam. It’s to reach 
out and touch another life.” 
To make it easier for survivors, Nicole 
recently set up a social enterprise called 
FOR[E]WORD, which conducts writing 
workshops to equip participants with 
storytelling skills. This gives individuals a 
space to explore and uncover their 
unique stories and themes.
Nicole hopes to generate enough interest 
and awareness that writing is a healing 
tool, and that mental health survivors can 
move forward in life with their personal 
stories. Most importantly, survivors need to 
get to the heart of why they want to share. 
“Once we gure out the why, that’s when 
courage comes in, and the rest will fall into 
place. As much as I struggle with being in 
the public eye (I’m actually quite an 
introvert and don’t like attention), I remind 
myself of why I do what I do, which is to 
touch lives and lend hope. I think of whom 
I’m writing for – the ones who need to hear 
it or the person who feels like no one 
understands. It’ll be different for everyone, 
but that’s the place where I nd my 
courage,” explains Nicole.
MEETING PERSONAL CHALLENGES
As a mental health survivor herself, 
Nicole’s biggest challenge is nding the 
energy to continue her work, as 
depression gets the better of her from 
time to time.  
“I end up being locked up in this state of 
mind where I can’t seem to have enough 
energy even to brush my teeth, let alone 
write an article. There are also times 
when anxiety keeps me at home, so I 
have difculty meeting people or 
attending events. This has led to lost 
opportunities to increase the reach of our 
efforts,” she says.
During such moments, Nicole reminds 
herself that putting more pressure on 
herself is counterproductive and that she 
needs to take things at her own pace. 
STORIES THAT GIVE HER 
COURAGE TO CONTINUE
Although it has been challenging, her work has 
borne fruit among mental health survivors. 
Nicole shares: “I remember a young lady 
in her twenties who was candid about 
her dilemma in making her story public. 
We denitely understood how hard it 
was for someone with an anxiety 
disorder to publicly publish something 
which she has kept under wraps for 
years, so we told her to take her time. 
After 6 months, she submitted her rst 
story to us! We are so proud of her for 
taking that step. That step gave her 
courage to take the next, which was to 
tell her family about her condition. As it 
turns out, they already had a sense that 
she was struggling, and were guring out 
how to best support her.” 
Nicole also recalls how a 60-year-old 
lady felt comforted knowing that there 
was someone out there who had been 
through what she had struggled with 
for the last 30 years.
“Imagine that! 30 years of isolation and 
loneliness. It was heartbreaking for me 
because I could sense her pain and 
understood it well. She came for our 
writing workshops a few months after our 
rst interaction, and I saw this 
remarkable change in her. She was more 
open and hopeful for a better future. She 
was expressing her dreams of pursuing a 
writing career, and how she loves to 
work with people. She told me how my 
story had touched her life, and how she 
now wants to do the same for others.” 
NEW CHAPTER IN THE MAKING
Moving forward, Nicole dreams of 
publishing Singapore’s rst mental health 
digest. But for now, she wants to concentrate 
on getting enough funding to print her 
collaterals and outreach materials. 
She says: “I hope to extend the reach 
of Tapestry so that every household 
with internet access can get educated 
on mental health issues. Professional 
help can be costly, and I know it takes 
a great deal of courage to take that 
step in seeking aid. I hope that 
Tapestry’s stories, in some way, make 
that step less daunting for us all, as we 
gain more insight into what mental 
health is all about.” 
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Singapore, like many other parts of the 
world, speaks in hushed tones about 
mental health. While it is common for 
relatives and friends to talk about their 
visits to the doctor or their struggles with 
a sickness, it is hard for someone with a 
mental health disorder to open up to 
their loved ones. 
Local gures show that 12% of 
Singaporeans will suffer at least one 
mental health disorder in their lifetime. 
This means more than one person in your 
life could be suffering without you 
knowing it.
An Institute of Mental Health study 
showed that nine in 10 people believe 
sufferers of mental illness "could get 
better if they wanted to", while half of 
those surveyed said that such problems 
are "a sign of personal weakness". 
Such stigmatising attitudes have 
prevented people from seeking 
professional help and getting diagnosed, 
for fear of discrimination and being 
labeled as mentally ill.
CHANGING THE NARRATIVE
Nicole Kay, founder of The Tapestry 
Project, wanted to end the isolation and 
chose to do so with her story. 
“It took me 9 years to share about my 
journey with depression and anxiety. 
When I was diagnosed in 2006, I 
didn’t need more campaigns or 
booklets to tell me how to care for my 
mental health. I needed a person who 
was willing to share with me his or her 
experience, and to assure me that I can 
come out of this stronger, that a 
diagnosis isn’t a death sentence. 
Unfortunately, that didn’t happen. I felt 
like I was very alone in this struggle and 
decided that I didn’t want others to feel 
as alone as I once did. So sharing my 
personal story came to mind. As I did 
this, people gradually opened up to me 
about their personal struggles with 
mental health,” shares Nicole.
She started The Tapestry Project SG, an 
online publication with authentic stories 
on mental health, so that survivors can 
build a larger “tapestry” of tales to 
comfort and encourage one another 
with. The project seeks to actively 
transform the stigma of mental illness and 
allows survivors to see tangibly how their 
journeys, threaded with hope, 
interweave with one another to form a 
picture of community. 
“Many of us tend to ‘know about’ mental 
illness, but seldom ‘know of’ the ones 
suffering from it. With Tapestry, I hope to 
restore that sense of dignity, to honour 
those whose lives have been touched by 
mental illness,” she explains. 
GETTING TO THE HEART OF 
THE STORY
Though the tales have been beautiful and 
moving, the storytellers are usually shy 
by nature. Many survivors are concerned 
about public judgment and are afraid of 
their family members nding out about 
their condition. Some lack condence in 
their writing ability, while others who 
lack faith in their own stories would 
rather be a silent supporter than share 
their experiences. 
“People need to know that they are 
precious, that their stories matter 
and that every journey is unique. 
I usually encourage them to write their 
own stories and forget about the 
grammar. It’s not an exam. It’s to reach 
out and touch another life.” 
To make it easier for survivors, Nicole 
recently set up a social enterprise called 
FOR[E]WORD, which conducts writing 
workshops to equip participants with 
storytelling skills. This gives individuals a 
space to explore and uncover their 
unique stories and themes.
Nicole hopes to generate enough interest 
and awareness that writing is a healing 
tool, and that mental health survivors can 
move forward in life with their personal 
stories. Most importantly, survivors need to 
get to the heart of why they want to share. 
“Once we gure out the why, that’s when 
courage comes in, and the rest will fall into 
place. As much as I struggle with being in 
the public eye (I’m actually quite an 
introvert and don’t like attention), I remind 
myself of why I do what I do, which is to 
touch lives and lend hope. I think of whom 
I’m writing for – the ones who need to hear 
it or the person who feels like no one 
understands. It’ll be different for everyone, 
but that’s the place where I nd my 
courage,” explains Nicole.
MEETING PERSONAL CHALLENGES
As a mental health survivor herself, 
Nicole’s biggest challenge is nding the 
energy to continue her work, as 
depression gets the better of her from 
time to time.  
“I end up being locked up in this state of 
mind where I can’t seem to have enough 
energy even to brush my teeth, let alone 
write an article. There are also times 
when anxiety keeps me at home, so I 
have difculty meeting people or 
attending events. This has led to lost 
opportunities to increase the reach of our 
efforts,” she says.
During such moments, Nicole reminds 
herself that putting more pressure on 
herself is counterproductive and that she 
needs to take things at her own pace. 
STORIES THAT GIVE HER 
COURAGE TO CONTINUE
Although it has been challenging, her work has 
borne fruit among mental health survivors. 
Nicole shares: “I remember a young lady 
in her twenties who was candid about 
her dilemma in making her story public. 
We denitely understood how hard it 
was for someone with an anxiety 
disorder to publicly publish something 
which she has kept under wraps for 
years, so we told her to take her time. 
After 6 months, she submitted her rst 
story to us! We are so proud of her for 
taking that step. That step gave her 
courage to take the next, which was to 
tell her family about her condition. As it 
turns out, they already had a sense that 
she was struggling, and were guring out 
how to best support her.” 
Nicole also recalls how a 60-year-old 
lady felt comforted knowing that there 
was someone out there who had been 
through what she had struggled with 
for the last 30 years.
“Imagine that! 30 years of isolation and 
loneliness. It was heartbreaking for me 
because I could sense her pain and 
understood it well. She came for our 
writing workshops a few months after our 
rst interaction, and I saw this 
remarkable change in her. She was more 
open and hopeful for a better future. She 
was expressing her dreams of pursuing a 
writing career, and how she loves to 
work with people. She told me how my 
story had touched her life, and how she 
now wants to do the same for others.” 
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NEW CHAPTER IN THE MAKING
Moving forward, Nicole dreams of 
publishing Singapore’s rst mental health 
digest. But for now, she wants to concentrate 
on getting enough funding to print her 
collaterals and outreach materials. 
She says: “I hope to extend the reach 
of Tapestry so that every household 
with internet access can get educated 
on mental health issues. Professional 
help can be costly, and I know it takes 
a great deal of courage to take that 
step in seeking aid. I hope that 
Tapestry’s stories, in some way, make 
that step less daunting for us all, as we 
gain more insight into what mental 
health is all about.” 
Nicole Kay
Nicole K. is a mental health advocate, 
freelance writer, and social entrepreneur. 
She is the founder of The Tapestry Project 
SG, which is a community-based ground-up 
initiative that features rst-person accounts of 
Singaporeans who have experienced 
mental illness. 
Nicole has been featured in the local 
media and works closely with Singapore 
voluntary welfare organisations, tertiary 
institutions, hospitals and government 
agencies. She has a London School of 
Economics Bachelor’s Degree in Manage-
ment (2005), and a Monash University 
Graduate Diploma in Psychology (2011), 
with which she became a member of the 
Golden Key International Honour Society. 
She currently lives with her husband, 
together with their dog and two cats.
The Tapestry Project SG
The Tapestry Project SG was inspired by 
Nicole’s nine-year struggle with clinical 
depression and anxiety, for which she has 
sought treatment and found recovery. By 
telling the stories behind our statistics, The 
Tapestry Project SG makes mental health 
issues real and relatable. It encourages 
public dialogue surrounding mental health, 
promotes insight, early intervention, and 
fuels mental health research. Ultimately, this 
initiative aims to restore hope and dignity 
among individuals and families struggling 
with mental health challenges. AC
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TEXT AND PHOTOS BY MATHIRA SUTIWATANANITI
THAILAND
THE ROAD 
LESS TRAVELLED
Like anywhere else in the country, helmet 
use among children was almost 
non-existent in Nakwangpattanasuksa 
Community School in Thailand’s Udon 
Thani province. These days, though, the 
opposite is true.
 
Stop by the school and you will see 
every student wearing a helmet, whether 
they walk, ride a bike or travel pillion.
 
“In the beginning, other villagers couldn’t 
believe their eyes. They would take out 
their phones to snap a photo of the 
students,” said Wichanee, 40, whose 
two nieces and a nephew are in 
kindergarten and rst grade respectively. 
“The principal really started a good 
thing with this project. 
Some people may think, why make 
such a big fuss? They are just 
helmets. But to me, it shows that 
he cares.”
REVOLUTION STARTS AT SCHOOL
While it is no secret that the Thais’ 
general relaxed attitude towards safety is 
one of the main reasons why the country 
now has the second highest rate of road 
trafc fatalities in the world, little has 
been done to tackle the issue head-on. 
This led principal Tanongsak Haprom to 
come up with a masterplan for his 
school’s road safety education 
programme, focusing on building 
self-discipline. His aim is to make road 
safety become second nature to his 
students by integrating it into every part 
of school life.
Launched with a road crossing training for 
students and parents, which led to the start 
of the school crossing patrol service in 2012, 
it took more than two years for Tanongsak to 
eventually get his plan off the ground, due to 
the lack of funds and resources.
“Being a public school, we’re on a 
shoestring budget with strict spending 
guidelines. We can’t expect parents to 
get on board without giving them 
incentives such as free helmets. In our 
community, cost is still a major barrier to 
helmet use. This is in addition to the lack 
of road safety awareness.”
RIGHT FIT
Upon hearing of Helmets for Kids (HFK) – 
a school-based programme that provides 
custom-tted helmets and road safety 
training to students – being piloted in the 
province, Tanongsak jumped at the 
chance. He reached out to Asia Injury 
Prevention (AIP) Foundation Thailand that 
operates the programme, and gained not 
one but two allies in the process.
“I had the chance to meet and talk with 
the head of the technical services 
division from Udon Thani Provincial Land 
Transport Ofce about our programme 
and the struggle we had. From that day 
on, he became one of our strongest 
supporters and gave the school the rst 
batch of helmets.”
Besides using the helmets to pilot his 
initiative with 30 students and their 
parents, Tanongsak also started planting 
the seeds of awareness in his school, 
and got students to participate in the 
campaign’s ongoing activities. 
WORK IN PROGRESS
Since the campaign’s launch, the rate of 
helmet use among his 154 pupils is 
almost 100%, and the majority of 
parents have followed suit. 
To help students and their parents get 
acquainted with the idea of consistent 
helmet use, Tanongsak implemented a 
new school policy – he made helmets 
part of the uniform. Regardless of the 
mode of transport, every student is 
required to wear a helmet when 
travelling to and from school. The rule 
applies to teachers who ride motorcycles 
as well.
“There was resistance initially but we 
continued to engage both parents and 
students about the importance of helmet 
use and road safety. We try to use every 
opportunity – from classrooms to parent 
meetings, during school drop-offs and 
pick-ups, as well as daily road safety 
lessons during assembly, which is 
broadcast to nearby communities. This 
helped children and parents become 
more aware of the risks they’re taking 
when they are not wearing a helmet.” 
When dealing with stubborn students 
who are resistant to change, punishment 
such as toilet duty or after-school 
detention usually does the trick. But the 
most effective motivator for now is the 
monthly incentive programme.
“The gifts mostly come from the teachers, 
and sometimes, the principal secures big 
donations from the community. Last year, 
we gave out a bicycle and other small 
kitchen appliances. In the past eight 
months, since the principal made the rule 
tougher by counting the students’ helmet 
use together with their parents’, we’ve 
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been hearing all kinds of stories about 
how the students would refuse to go to 
school unless their parents put on their 
helmets,” said Chamchan Phannop, one 
of the 11 teachers who recently paid 
30,000 baht out of her own pocket to 
build a toilet for her kindergarten class. 
EXPANSION & CONTINUITY
Now that helmet use is becoming second 
nature for students and parents at the 
school, Tanongsak has moved on to the 
next phase of his plan. 
“We’re in talks with one of the 
sub-district secondary schools about the 
possibility of joining forces with them to 
ensure continuity. It’s a shame that we 
couldn’t have more time with older 
students. With just one or two years of 
practising, it isn’t enough for them to 
build the inner strength to stand up to 
peer pressure at the new schools. But this 
only makes us more determined to keep 
going and moving forward. With eight 
years here, I believe our students will 
become not only safer road users but a 
valuable asset to society.”
Like anywhere else in the country, helmet 
use among children was almost 
non-existent in Nakwangpattanasuksa 
Community School in Thailand’s Udon 
Thani province. These days, though, the 
opposite is true.
 
Stop by the school and you will see 
every student wearing a helmet, whether 
they walk, ride a bike or travel pillion.
 
“In the beginning, other villagers couldn’t 
believe their eyes. They would take out 
their phones to snap a photo of the 
students,” said Wichanee, 40, whose 
two nieces and a nephew are in 
kindergarten and rst grade respectively. 
“The principal really started a good 
thing with this project. 
Some people may think, why make 
such a big fuss? They are just 
helmets. But to me, it shows that 
he cares.”
REVOLUTION STARTS AT SCHOOL
While it is no secret that the Thais’ 
general relaxed attitude towards safety is 
one of the main reasons why the country 
now has the second highest rate of road 
trafc fatalities in the world, little has 
been done to tackle the issue head-on. 
This led principal Tanongsak Haprom to 
come up with a masterplan for his 
school’s road safety education 
programme, focusing on building 
self-discipline. His aim is to make road 
safety become second nature to his 
students by integrating it into every part 
of school life.
Launched with a road crossing training for 
students and parents, which led to the start 
of the school crossing patrol service in 2012, 
it took more than two years for Tanongsak to 
eventually get his plan off the ground, due to 
the lack of funds and resources.
“Being a public school, we’re on a 
shoestring budget with strict spending 
guidelines. We can’t expect parents to 
get on board without giving them 
incentives such as free helmets. In our 
community, cost is still a major barrier to 
helmet use. This is in addition to the lack 
of road safety awareness.”
RIGHT FIT
Upon hearing of Helmets for Kids (HFK) – 
a school-based programme that provides 
custom-tted helmets and road safety 
training to students – being piloted in the 
province, Tanongsak jumped at the 
chance. He reached out to Asia Injury 
Prevention (AIP) Foundation Thailand that 
operates the programme, and gained not 
one but two allies in the process.
“I had the chance to meet and talk with 
the head of the technical services 
division from Udon Thani Provincial Land 
Transport Ofce about our programme 
and the struggle we had. From that day 
on, he became one of our strongest 
supporters and gave the school the rst 
batch of helmets.”
Besides using the helmets to pilot his 
initiative with 30 students and their 
parents, Tanongsak also started planting 
the seeds of awareness in his school, 
and got students to participate in the 
campaign’s ongoing activities. 
WORK IN PROGRESS
Since the campaign’s launch, the rate of 
helmet use among his 154 pupils is 
almost 100%, and the majority of 
parents have followed suit. 
To help students and their parents get 
acquainted with the idea of consistent 
helmet use, Tanongsak implemented a 
new school policy – he made helmets 
part of the uniform. Regardless of the 
mode of transport, every student is 
required to wear a helmet when 
travelling to and from school. The rule 
applies to teachers who ride motorcycles 
as well.
“There was resistance initially but we 
continued to engage both parents and 
students about the importance of helmet 
use and road safety. We try to use every 
opportunity – from classrooms to parent 
meetings, during school drop-offs and 
pick-ups, as well as daily road safety 
lessons during assembly, which is 
broadcast to nearby communities. This 
helped children and parents become 
more aware of the risks they’re taking 
when they are not wearing a helmet.” 
When dealing with stubborn students 
who are resistant to change, punishment 
such as toilet duty or after-school 
detention usually does the trick. But the 
most effective motivator for now is the 
monthly incentive programme.
“The gifts mostly come from the teachers, 
and sometimes, the principal secures big 
donations from the community. Last year, 
we gave out a bicycle and other small 
kitchen appliances. In the past eight 
months, since the principal made the rule 
tougher by counting the students’ helmet 
use together with their parents’, we’ve 
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been hearing all kinds of stories about 
how the students would refuse to go to 
school unless their parents put on their 
helmets,” said Chamchan Phannop, one 
of the 11 teachers who recently paid 
30,000 baht out of her own pocket to 
build a toilet for her kindergarten class. 
EXPANSION & CONTINUITY
Now that helmet use is becoming second 
nature for students and parents at the 
school, Tanongsak has moved on to the 
next phase of his plan. 
“We’re in talks with one of the 
sub-district secondary schools about the 
possibility of joining forces with them to 
ensure continuity. It’s a shame that we 
couldn’t have more time with older 
students. With just one or two years of 
practising, it isn’t enough for them to 
build the inner strength to stand up to 
peer pressure at the new schools. But this 
only makes us more determined to keep 
going and moving forward. With eight 
years here, I believe our students will 
become not only safer road users but a 
valuable asset to society.” AC
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TEXT BY JOSHUA CARROLL   |   PHOTOS BY ANDY HALL AND JOSHUA CARROLL
MYANMAR
MIGRANT 
RIGHTS’ FIGHTER
British-born law graduate Andy Hall has been ghting for the 
rights of migrant workers in Thailand for 11 years. In that time, 
he has shed light on labour rights abuses, fought for 
compensation for workplace injuries and advised the liberal 
opposition party in neighbouring Myanmar, where most of 
Thailand’s migrant workers hail from.
 
The 36-year-old made headlines recently, after being charged for 
defamation and other offenses tied to his work on a report that 
detailed abuses at a pineapple-processing factory in Thailand. If 
convicted, Andy faces up to 7 years in prison, though he has 
repeatedly dismissed the charges as judicial harassment.
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Andy is also an advisor to the Thailand-based Migrant Worker 
Rights Network and recently travelled to Myanmar to hold talks 
with senior members of the National League for Democracy 
(NLD) party. The country is now facing a huge struggle to 
develop its economy and convince the millions who have gone 
abroad in search of a better life to return. 
 
Andy said one of the key issues discussed with the NLD was 
the “means by which Myanmar can get those workers back to 
develop the economic and social fabric of Myanmar society”.
 
He added that many Myanmar migrants have made the 
difcult choice of leaving their families behind. “Their children 
are growing up without parents, with their grandparents. 
Skilled domestic workers with university degrees are migrating 
to Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia and the Middle East. These 
people are the future of Myanmar society.”
 
Andy graduated in Law at University College London in 2001 
but didn’t want to be a “rich lawyer”. “I wanted to work on 
social issues,” he said. 
That desire led him to Oxford University to do research on 
criminal offending and drug use. But “after a year, I felt that 
this wasn’t what I wanted to be doing. I wanted to be looking 
at real crime, which was corporate crime, not things like petty 
theft and drugs,” he explained.
 
The answer was to pursue a PhD in corporate social 
responsibility. Andy won a scholarship from the Australian 
government and subsequently studied in Melbourne and 
Wales. But several years in academia left him feeling as 
though he had been insulated from the on-the-ground realities 
of what he was studying.
 
“As I came towards the end of my PhD, I wasn’t happy to 
submit it,” he said. “I was only 24 and I was like, ‘What do I 
know about the world and about the way the world functions? 
I’m just sitting in an ofce doing research, reading theories on 
Marxism and socialism and all the rest of it.’”
 
Andy took leave from his PhD and travelled to Chiang Mai, 
northern Thailand, at the invitation of an Australian friend who 
was teaching at a university there. A chance encounter with an 
NGO working on migrant issues helped him to nally put what 
he had learnt into practice. 
 
“I started to assist a female worker who was disabled and had 
been injured in a construction accident at the Shangri La hotel 
in Chiang Mai,” he said. “Basically, she had documents but it 
was illegal and she didn’t have any passport. They were trying 
to send her back over the border, so I had to start a huge ght 
with the government to get her access to compensation.”
 
He added: “Through that ght, we came across all these policy 
issues. I believed I could offer a lot to migrant workers who 
were powerless. I wasn’t content with the civil society that was 
functioning in Thailand to help support workers, so I started a 
lot of campaigning and slowly built up a team to use our own 
way of campaigning – using pressure, media, government 
advocacy, the UN, the International Labour Organization – to 
push for migrant rights.”
 
So how has Andy kept the same team together for so long? 
“The MWRN team is like a family, working together for no 
personal benet but for the purpose of seeking to enhance and 
protect the interests of Myanmar migrant workers overseas.
 
“We are all motivated by our ongoing success. For instance, the 
recent Golden Prize US$2.5m to US$3m settlement is one 
example of the need to be a voice and provide support to millions 
of workers. We have our highs and lows, but always keep each 
other motivated.” 
 
Moving forward, Andy hopes to help the Migrant Workers Rights 
Network boost its presence in Myanmar. The group wants to 
expand its efforts to educate people on safe migration via the 
media and by training instructors to teach people the basics of 
safe migration around the country. It will also set up ofces on the 
border with China and Thailand. 
 
Many people are curious why the activist, faced with the prospect of 
years in prison for his work, doesn’t give up and ee the country. 
 
“I have to prove a point, that these laws are ridiculous and that the 
way in which they’re using them against me is just judicial 
harassment. And we also have to stand up for migrant rights issues. 
I can’t run away. I never once thought about it. I have 
to fight. It’s also a good way to raise attention,” 
said Andy. AC
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TEXT BY SUSAN TAM   |   PHOTOS BY PROJECT LIBER8
MALAYSIA
POWER OF YOUTH 
Popular club Zouk in Kuala Lumpur was 
an unlikely venue to host an awareness 
event about human trafcking, but 
founders of Project Liber8 were 
determined to do something different 
for their cause. They wanted to look for 
creative ways to engage youths to be 
interested in these complex issues.
Founder New Su Shern and her 
colleagues struck gold in 2012, when 
they were allowed to launch their 
movement at Zouk. The team was 
encouraged by the participating artists, 
which included bands such as Relent, 
famous for songs about marginalised 
and trafcked communities.
“We were targetting over 500 people to 
attend our launch but fell short. Some 
300 people turned up instead. But it was 
a good way to reach out to people our 
age,” shared 24-year-old Su Shern, who 
is also the movement's current president.
APATHY TOWARDS HUMAN 
TRAFFICKING 
Su Shern was inspired to set up Project 
Liber8 after watching a documentary on 
human trafcking. She was moved by the 
show and wanted to create awareness 
among her peers about the issue.
“At that time, I didn't know what 
trafficking was all about, but I was 
shocked to see how families were 
trafficking their own children. I felt 
that many people don't know how 
they can help. 
They feel that the responsibility comes 
from the authorities but they don't realise 
that they can do something,” she said.  
GENERATING INTEREST 
AMONG YOUTHS
What sparked off the idea to hold 
entertainment-related events was Project 
Liber8's rst photoshoot with local 
celebrities like model Amber Chia and 
DJ Goldsh, who were photographed 
with placards lled with trafcking facts. 
The photos were used as posters to 
create awareness about the cause.
“We received a lot of interest for the 
shoot, so we realised many young people 
are keen on celebrities. So we came up 
with the idea of launching our movement 
at Zouk.”
Her colleague, 23-year-old Tay Sue May 
pointed out that larger and older 
organisations like Tenaganita were doing 
the groundwork, from working with 
victims of trafcking or dealing with 
migrants over a host of challenges.
“But they are not on the level as we are – 
to reach out to people of our age. Since 
we're in that age group, we have insights 
about our generation to get people to 
come to our events and donate, and in 
turn, we donate to Tenaganita.”
This has become the thrust of Project 
Liber8’s work. They raised RM3,000 at 
their Zouk launch and donated it to 
support Tenaganita's work in 
counselling and providing assistance to 
migrant and women workers, as well as 
trafcked victims. 
Since its launch, the members of Project 
Liber8 have continued to create awareness 
about trafcking issues through lm 
screenings, workshops and runs. Their 
work in this sector did not go unnoticed, 
as they have sinced partnered the United 
States Embassy and the Malaysian 
government, through the Home Affairs 
Ministry. Both agencies support them via 
grants, sponsorship, mentoring 
programmes and advisory roles. Project 
Liber8 has also worked with counterparts 
from Cambodia and Thailand, and the 
special division of the International 
Organization for Migration – called IOMX 
– set up to encourage safe migration and 
prevent human trafcking. Su Shern even 
met US President Obama when he was 
in Malaysia.
STAYING CURRENT TO 
ENGAGE YOUTHS
Human trafcking remains a major 
problem for the Malaysian authorities. 
Their efforts in tackling trafcking 
came under heavy scrutiny after last 
year's discovery of graves in 
people-smuggling camps at its northern 
border with Thailand. 
Su Shern and Sue-May are also 
concerned with their peer’s attitudes 
towards people smuggling or migrant 
worker abuse. They want Project Liber8 
to reach out to more young people, 
and believe they have a unique 
advantage over other movements.   
The movement still face the uphill task 
of convincing youths to take interest 
in their cause. Their strategy has 
been to pick out trends set by youths 
and use these as plat forms to 
champion their cause. They recently 
held an educational workshop with 
YouTubers, who, as part of a contest, 
were tasked to create short videos on 
human smuggling issues to at tract the 
most number of views. This meets 
Project Liber8's objective of reaching 
a wider audience.
“We also keep it (our message) short and 
sweet, use videos and music. We don't 
want our audience to be bored of us and 
not bother about us,” said Sue-May.  
Su Shern feels that if Justin Bieber 
could rise to fame with the power of 
youth and social media, young 
people can channel that same energy 
in promoting action against 
trafcking. The movement found that 
af ter exposing their friends to these 
social issues, their peers have shown 
more commitment. 
ENCOURAGED TO PRESS ON
Su Shern did not expect Project Liber8 to 
grow the way it had in the last ve 
years. She had expected it to end after 
six months, a typical lifespan for a social 
campaign. “Ever since we started, we 
never looked back, we just kept going.”
She wants to turn Project Liber8 into a 
full-time pursuit once she graduates this 
year. Her rst task would be to register 
the movement as a non-governmental 
organisation. Funding will come from 
grants from various local and 
international bodies, while the movement 
intends to raise money from membership 
charges, donations or fees for the events 
that they run.
“We can nally do this full time, without 
having to worry about studies and work, 
which everyone is now juggling,” Su 
Shern said. She had to defer her studies 
several times to make way for this 
project, but is graduating this year with 
a degree in Business and Marketing. 
Project Liber8's other core members are 
Azril Akmal, 24, Suleyman Kushairi, 24 
and Melvin Khoo, 20.
Sue-May said that it would be a “dream 
come true” when the movement becomes 
a full-time activity.
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A GROUND-UP INITIATIVE
The grassy slope looks like a meadow from a distance but up 
close, it’s forlorn with a cover of weeds. Set aside as a reserve 
for Malaysia’s power company Tenaga Nasional, pylons stand 
tall to carry wires overhead to homes in the afuent and 
cosmopolitan Bangsar neighbourhood. 
Its potential is evident: the sloping land can be made into a lovely 
community park, with its wide spaces and gorgeous views.
TAKING CHARGE 
Led by landscape architect Ng Seksan, a group of residents 
got together to make this park – called Kebun-Kebun Bangsar 
(which means Gardens of Bangsar in Malay) – a reality, rather 
than wait for the authorities to do so.
They needed approval from the State, as the land is a power 
reserve. But the technical expertise and actual work would 
come from the community itself, including planning and 
designing, getting community buy-in and cooperation as well 
as funding.
Right now, most of the approvals have been secured, with 
one or two more to go before spade work can begin. The 
community team has done the hard work of rallying up 
volunteer services from experts in landscaping and 
permaculture, architects and designers, and even funders. It 
has also gotten many people in the community to work 
together, and has pulled the authorities into the loop.
Ng’s design studio could have easily come up with a park 
design but that would defeat the purpose of a community park, 
he said.
Popular club Zouk in Kuala Lumpur was 
an unlikely venue to host an awareness 
event about human trafcking, but 
founders of Project Liber8 were 
determined to do something different 
for their cause. They wanted to look for 
creative ways to engage youths to be 
interested in these complex issues.
Founder New Su Shern and her 
colleagues struck gold in 2012, when 
they were allowed to launch their 
movement at Zouk. The team was 
encouraged by the participating artists, 
which included bands such as Relent, 
famous for songs about marginalised 
and trafcked communities.
“We were targetting over 500 people to 
attend our launch but fell short. Some 
300 people turned up instead. But it was 
a good way to reach out to people our 
age,” shared 24-year-old Su Shern, who 
is also the movement's current president.
APATHY TOWARDS HUMAN 
TRAFFICKING 
Su Shern was inspired to set up Project 
Liber8 after watching a documentary on 
human trafcking. She was moved by the 
show and wanted to create awareness 
among her peers about the issue.
“At that time, I didn't know what 
trafficking was all about, but I was 
shocked to see how families were 
trafficking their own children. I felt 
that many people don't know how 
they can help. 
They feel that the responsibility comes 
from the authorities but they don't realise 
that they can do something,” she said.  
GENERATING INTEREST 
AMONG YOUTHS
What sparked off the idea to hold 
entertainment-related events was Project 
Liber8's rst photoshoot with local 
celebrities like model Amber Chia and 
DJ Goldsh, who were photographed 
with placards lled with trafcking facts. 
The photos were used as posters to 
create awareness about the cause.
“We received a lot of interest for the 
shoot, so we realised many young people 
are keen on celebrities. So we came up 
with the idea of launching our movement 
at Zouk.”
Her colleague, 23-year-old Tay Sue May 
pointed out that larger and older 
organisations like Tenaganita were doing 
the groundwork, from working with 
victims of trafcking or dealing with 
migrants over a host of challenges.
“But they are not on the level as we are – 
to reach out to people of our age. Since 
we're in that age group, we have insights 
about our generation to get people to 
come to our events and donate, and in 
turn, we donate to Tenaganita.”
This has become the thrust of Project 
Liber8’s work. They raised RM3,000 at 
their Zouk launch and donated it to 
support Tenaganita's work in 
counselling and providing assistance to 
migrant and women workers, as well as 
trafcked victims. 
Since its launch, the members of Project 
Liber8 have continued to create awareness 
about trafcking issues through lm 
screenings, workshops and runs. Their 
work in this sector did not go unnoticed, 
as they have sinced partnered the United 
States Embassy and the Malaysian 
government, through the Home Affairs 
Ministry. Both agencies support them via 
grants, sponsorship, mentoring 
programmes and advisory roles. Project 
Liber8 has also worked with counterparts 
from Cambodia and Thailand, and the 
special division of the International 
Organization for Migration – called IOMX 
– set up to encourage safe migration and 
prevent human trafcking. Su Shern even 
met US President Obama when he was 
in Malaysia.
STAYING CURRENT TO 
ENGAGE YOUTHS
Human trafcking remains a major 
problem for the Malaysian authorities. 
Their efforts in tackling trafcking 
came under heavy scrutiny after last 
year's discovery of graves in 
people-smuggling camps at its northern 
border with Thailand. 
Su Shern and Sue-May are also 
concerned with their peer’s attitudes 
towards people smuggling or migrant 
worker abuse. They want Project Liber8 
to reach out to more young people, 
and believe they have a unique 
advantage over other movements.   
The movement still face the uphill task 
of convincing youths to take interest 
in their cause. Their strategy has 
been to pick out trends set by youths 
and use these as plat forms to 
champion their cause. They recently 
held an educational workshop with 
YouTubers, who, as part of a contest, 
were tasked to create short videos on 
human smuggling issues to at tract the 
most number of views. This meets 
Project Liber8's objective of reaching 
a wider audience.
“We also keep it (our message) short and 
sweet, use videos and music. We don't 
want our audience to be bored of us and 
not bother about us,” said Sue-May.  
Su Shern feels that if Justin Bieber 
could rise to fame with the power of 
youth and social media, young 
people can channel that same energy 
in promoting action against 
trafcking. The movement found that 
af ter exposing their friends to these 
social issues, their peers have shown 
more commitment. 
“The physical part is easy. It’s not the park or the 
design that really matters, although they do want it to 
be a showcase of good design that promotes 
community spirit in an urban environment. This is 
about community and community-building, and we 
need to get all involved.”
REVIVING THE SPIRIT OF THE COMMUNITY  
(THE KAMPONG SPIRIT)
Kebun-Kebun Bangsar is meant to be a vehicle for social 
change, to reclaim communal space, revive the old-fashioned 
notion of community spirit and neighbourliness, and rejuvenate 
the relationship between the authorities and people. 
It’s also meant to spur people to action if they want something 
done. And if it’s done well, it can be an exhibit of fresh ideas 
to solve urban issues.
“It’s a showcase of how a community project can be built up 
from the ground,” Ng said.
A long-time resident of Bangsar, Ng is perhaps well-placed to 
lead this effort. A renowned landscape architect whose work is 
much admired, he enjoys a high public prole, has an amiable 
personality and a vast network to tap on.
This network has helped him to assemble what he called a 
‘dream team’ of technical experts and neighbourhood 
personalities. Social media helped a lot too, he said.
MOVING THINGS ALONG 
Kebun-Kebun Bangsar actually began in 2013 but languished in 
red tape until early this year, when things nally began to move.
At the rst town-hall meeting, people who came to brainstorm 
ideas included residents, architects, urban farmers, designers, 
and community-building experts.
A smaller meeting was then called with the immediate 
neighbours. Some loved the idea but some worried about their 
security, privacy and trafc congestion.
“The residents’ concerns are also our concerns,” Ng said, but 
added that good design can resolve these legitimate concerns 
in an appealing manner. The nal design for the 2.5-acre site 
took these concerns into consideration, as well as input from 
residents of the low-cost ats and orphanage nearby. Their 
children were also invited to be part of the ‘imaginative team’. 
EVEN THE CHILDREN GOT INVOLVED
“They are better than adults at that!” said Vivian Chew, a green 
building consultant who is part of the project. The children 
imagined slides, play areas, worm farms, chicken coops and 
even vegetable beds!
The team is optimistic that work will continue to progress well.
As the plan is to tread lightly on the site, the rst move will 
be to cultivate a wild ower eld and build a non-intrusive 
path. Vegetable patches and a sh pond will also be built. 
The team plans to do this slowly and as far as possible, 
without heavy machinery.
Although there’s still a way to go, Kebun-Kebun Bangsar has 
done much to create the community spirit in the afuent suburb. 
 “Society has disintegrated so much that there’s no more sense of 
a neighbourhood,” Ng said. “We have to build this up again.” 
And that is the key to making a community park or any 
community venture. All it takes is for someone to take that very 
rst step to lead and make things happen.
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ENCOURAGED TO PRESS ON
Su Shern did not expect Project Liber8 to 
grow the way it had in the last ve 
years. She had expected it to end after 
six months, a typical lifespan for a social 
campaign. “Ever since we started, we 
never looked back, we just kept going.”
She wants to turn Project Liber8 into a 
full-time pursuit once she graduates this 
year. Her rst task would be to register 
the movement as a non-governmental 
organisation. Funding will come from 
grants from various local and 
international bodies, while the movement 
intends to raise money from membership 
charges, donations or fees for the events 
that they run.
“We can nally do this full time, without 
having to worry about studies and work, 
which everyone is now juggling,” Su 
Shern said. She had to defer her studies 
several times to make way for this 
project, but is graduating this year with 
a degree in Business and Marketing. 
Project Liber8's other core members are 
Azril Akmal, 24, Suleyman Kushairi, 24 
and Melvin Khoo, 20.
Sue-May said that it would be a “dream 
come true” when the movement becomes 
a full-time activity.
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The grassy slope looks like a meadow from a distance but up 
close, it’s forlorn with a cover of weeds. Set aside as a reserve 
for Malaysia’s power company Tenaga Nasional, pylons stand 
tall to carry wires overhead to homes in the afuent and 
cosmopolitan Bangsar neighbourhood. 
Its potential is evident: the sloping land can be made into a lovely 
community park, with its wide spaces and gorgeous views.
TAKING CHARGE 
Led by landscape architect Ng Seksan, a group of residents 
got together to make this park – called Kebun-Kebun Bangsar 
(which means Gardens of Bangsar in Malay) – a reality, rather 
than wait for the authorities to do so.
They needed approval from the State, as the land is a power 
reserve. But the technical expertise and actual work would 
come from the community itself, including planning and 
designing, getting community buy-in and cooperation as well 
as funding.
Right now, most of the approvals have been secured, with 
one or two more to go before spade work can begin. The 
community team has done the hard work of rallying up 
volunteer services from experts in landscaping and 
permaculture, architects and designers, and even funders. It 
has also gotten many people in the community to work 
together, and has pulled the authorities into the loop.
Ng’s design studio could have easily come up with a park 
design but that would defeat the purpose of a community park, 
he said.
A long scar runs down her left arm, proof of the inhumane 
violence that was done to her. Her face is one that has known 
trauma and life-long struggles, consequences of physical, 
emotional and nancial damages. At rst, her eyes showed 
little emotion, for her guard was up when she tried to talk 
about the abusive, alcoholic criminal that she once called her 
husband. Until she burst into tears, recollecting the moments 
when he chased and hit her with a brick. That memory still 
haunts her – her fear of him is real and present in her 
everyday life. 
Chi (not her real name) is just one among the 29 victims of 
domestic abuse, including women, children, and female 
adolescents, who have been sheltered by Hagar 
International Vietnam since 2009. This is two-thirds of a 
“The physical part is easy. It’s not the park or the 
design that really matters, although they do want it to 
be a showcase of good design that promotes 
community spirit in an urban environment. This is 
about community and community-building, and we 
need to get all involved.”
REVIVING THE SPIRIT OF THE COMMUNITY  
(THE KAMPONG SPIRIT)
Kebun-Kebun Bangsar is meant to be a vehicle for social 
change, to reclaim communal space, revive the old-fashioned 
notion of community spirit and neighbourliness, and rejuvenate 
the relationship between the authorities and people. 
It’s also meant to spur people to action if they want something 
done. And if it’s done well, it can be an exhibit of fresh ideas 
to solve urban issues.
“It’s a showcase of how a community project can be built up 
from the ground,” Ng said.
A long-time resident of Bangsar, Ng is perhaps well-placed to 
lead this effort. A renowned landscape architect whose work is 
much admired, he enjoys a high public prole, has an amiable 
personality and a vast network to tap on.
This network has helped him to assemble what he called a 
‘dream team’ of technical experts and neighbourhood 
personalities. Social media helped a lot too, he said.
MOVING THINGS ALONG 
Kebun-Kebun Bangsar actually began in 2013 but languished in 
red tape until early this year, when things nally began to move.
At the rst town-hall meeting, people who came to brainstorm 
ideas included residents, architects, urban farmers, designers, 
and community-building experts.
A smaller meeting was then called with the immediate 
neighbours. Some loved the idea but some worried about their 
security, privacy and trafc congestion.
“The residents’ concerns are also our concerns,” Ng said, but 
added that good design can resolve these legitimate concerns 
in an appealing manner. The nal design for the 2.5-acre site 
took these concerns into consideration, as well as input from 
residents of the low-cost ats and orphanage nearby. Their 
children were also invited to be part of the ‘imaginative team’. 
EVEN THE CHILDREN GOT INVOLVED
“They are better than adults at that!” said Vivian Chew, a green 
building consultant who is part of the project. The children 
imagined slides, play areas, worm farms, chicken coops and 
even vegetable beds!
The team is optimistic that work will continue to progress well.
As the plan is to tread lightly on the site, the rst move will 
be to cultivate a wild ower eld and build a non-intrusive 
path. Vegetable patches and a sh pond will also be built. 
The team plans to do this slowly and as far as possible, 
without heavy machinery.
Although there’s still a way to go, Kebun-Kebun Bangsar has 
done much to create the community spirit in the afuent suburb. 
 “Society has disintegrated so much that there’s no more sense of 
a neighbourhood,” Ng said. “We have to build this up again.” 
And that is the key to making a community park or any 
community venture. All it takes is for someone to take that very 
rst step to lead and make things happen.
PICKING UP THE PIECES
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total of 54 women and girls who have been taken to Hagar 
Vietnam to recover from the trauma of violence, trafcking 
or exploitation. 
A 2013 report by UNODC, UNFPA and UN Women 
acknowledged that 58% of women in Vietnam have experienced 
some type of emotional, physical or sexual domestic violence 
during their lifetime. This is a widespread issue, not only in rural 
and remote areas but in big cities too. However, only 13% of 
abused women sought help from the justice system, as domestic 
abuse is still seen as a private matter to be resolved behind 
closed doors. 
Headquartered in Hanoi, Hagar Vietnam’s clients mostly come 
from nearby provinces, especially Yen Bai province. These 
victims of domestic abuse are often in dead-end situations and 
voluntarily commit to the programme as they have the will to 
change. Hagar’s focus is to help women and children who 
need help right now. Its priority is to provide urgent solution 
over long-term prevention.
The Hagar Journey consists of four phases: Protection, Personal 
Well-being, Economic Empowerment, and Social Capital. In the 
rst phase, protection may come from the nearest accessible 
resource, for example, a trusted friend’s house or the local 
women’s union. In emergency cases like Chi’s, the victim will stay 
in a safe house provided by Hagar. The case worker spends two 
to three weeks assessing the client’s strengths and needs before 
developing an individual care plan.
In the second phase, spanning four to six weeks, the client 
participates in skill training and career counseling. Chi recalled 
this time as a life-changing moment, when she was allowed to 
heal, develop her life skills, and most importantly, to know that 
she was not alone. As her young son also joined her at the safe 
house, sometimes they participated in classes for mother and 
child to bond. 
“It was a happy time. I learnt skills to help myself and felt more 
condent. I talked to other sisters who had the same 
experiences. And the social worker was very nice, very 
helpful. He became my son’s friend as well,” Chi said.
The third phase is Economic Empowerment, in which the client 
receives vocational training from three to eighteen months, 
depending on their individual needs. They are then placed into 
jobs or internships, and continue to receive support from 
Hagar, in case they have difculties at work or are not 
emotionally-ready. For Chi, there was a period of probation 
without pay, so she opted for dependent care for her son in 
order to be assured nancially while she focused on improving 
her skills. The support may reduce over time as the client 
becomes more nancially independent. 
The nal, and most long-lasting phase, is Social Capital – the 
process of reintegration into the community of the client’s choice. 
Some, like Chi, may choose to be a single mother in Hanoi, and 
need long-term support from Hagar. Other women choose to 
return to their families, as they want to be near relatives or are 
not allowed to divorce under ethnic rules. This means they will 
need the self-defense skills that they have learned at Hagar, so 
that when the abuse happens again, they need not suffer in 
silence anymore.
There is an undocumented number of victims of domestic abuse 
who have higher social status and more obligations. 
Unfortunately, these women often do not choose to participate in 
a programme like Hagar’s, which requires at least months of no 
contact with their family, especially the abuser and his relatives. 
Because they cannot afford to lose what they have 
as a member of society, these victims compromise 
their own happiness as well as their physical and 
mental health. 
It is a vicious cycle for almost half of Vietnamese women 
today, and Hagar Vietnam is trying to change that reality 
through collaborations with local authorities by reaching out to 
the community and directly talking to the families in question.
Although local women’s unions have more information about 
families that need help, they often do not have enough 
resources or skills to help. Moreover, they are limited to one 
locality, so they cannot help with the victim’s relocation and 
employment in a new social setting. This is where Hagar 
steps in. It hopes to set up a pilot satellite care centre in Yen 
Bai in a few years’ time, and aims to follow up with past 
victims while helping more victims in the future. 
Chi was proud when she talked about her son, who is in 
secondary school now. But she was also worried about the 
effects his father might have had on him and is trying her 
best to keep him off the violent track. Her son would tell his 
friends at school that his father had died; after witnessing 
what the man did to his mother at such a young age, his 
resentment won’t fade away easily. But at least their horrible 
past is over, and they are now safe in a home where only 
love can touch them.
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A long scar runs down her left arm, proof of the inhumane 
violence that was done to her. Her face is one that has known 
trauma and life-long struggles, consequences of physical, 
emotional and nancial damages. At rst, her eyes showed 
little emotion, for her guard was up when she tried to talk 
about the abusive, alcoholic criminal that she once called her 
husband. Until she burst into tears, recollecting the moments 
when he chased and hit her with a brick. That memory still 
haunts her – her fear of him is real and present in her 
everyday life. 
Chi (not her real name) is just one among the 29 victims of 
domestic abuse, including women, children, and female 
adolescents, who have been sheltered by Hagar 
International Vietnam since 2009. This is two-thirds of a 
A FRIEND TO FARMERS
              27% of Indonesians are 
farmers, most of them smallholders 
with field sizes of less than one 
hectare. They produce staple 
crops like rice, cassava, and 
maize, while their fate largely 
depends on climate. Not enough is 
done to protect and support these 
people, says Irvan Kolonas, who 
has built a social enterprise that 
helps farmers increase their 
financial stability.
The Land Beneath the Fog is a touching 
documentary that takes viewers into the 
lives of ordinary farmers in Indonesia. 
Like a y on the wall, we observe a 
family’s decision-making process. When is 
it time to plant? How much should we 
invest in fertiliser? Is there enough money 
to send the boy to school?
total of 54 women and girls who have been taken to Hagar 
Vietnam to recover from the trauma of violence, trafcking 
or exploitation. 
A 2013 report by UNODC, UNFPA and UN Women 
acknowledged that 58% of women in Vietnam have experienced 
some type of emotional, physical or sexual domestic violence 
during their lifetime. This is a widespread issue, not only in rural 
and remote areas but in big cities too. However, only 13% of 
abused women sought help from the justice system, as domestic 
abuse is still seen as a private matter to be resolved behind 
closed doors. 
Headquartered in Hanoi, Hagar Vietnam’s clients mostly come 
from nearby provinces, especially Yen Bai province. These 
victims of domestic abuse are often in dead-end situations and 
voluntarily commit to the programme as they have the will to 
change. Hagar’s focus is to help women and children who 
need help right now. Its priority is to provide urgent solution 
over long-term prevention.
The Hagar Journey consists of four phases: Protection, Personal 
Well-being, Economic Empowerment, and Social Capital. In the 
rst phase, protection may come from the nearest accessible 
resource, for example, a trusted friend’s house or the local 
women’s union. In emergency cases like Chi’s, the victim will stay 
in a safe house provided by Hagar. The case worker spends two 
to three weeks assessing the client’s strengths and needs before 
developing an individual care plan.
In the second phase, spanning four to six weeks, the client 
participates in skill training and career counseling. Chi recalled 
this time as a life-changing moment, when she was allowed to 
heal, develop her life skills, and most importantly, to know that 
she was not alone. As her young son also joined her at the safe 
house, sometimes they participated in classes for mother and 
child to bond. 
“It was a happy time. I learnt skills to help myself and felt more 
condent. I talked to other sisters who had the same 
experiences. And the social worker was very nice, very 
helpful. He became my son’s friend as well,” Chi said.
The third phase is Economic Empowerment, in which the client 
receives vocational training from three to eighteen months, 
depending on their individual needs. They are then placed into 
jobs or internships, and continue to receive support from 
Hagar, in case they have difculties at work or are not 
emotionally-ready. For Chi, there was a period of probation 
without pay, so she opted for dependent care for her son in 
order to be assured nancially while she focused on improving 
her skills. The support may reduce over time as the client 
becomes more nancially independent. 
The nal, and most long-lasting phase, is Social Capital – the 
process of reintegration into the community of the client’s choice. 
Some, like Chi, may choose to be a single mother in Hanoi, and 
need long-term support from Hagar. Other women choose to 
return to their families, as they want to be near relatives or are 
not allowed to divorce under ethnic rules. This means they will 
need the self-defense skills that they have learned at Hagar, so 
that when the abuse happens again, they need not suffer in 
silence anymore.
There is an undocumented number of victims of domestic abuse 
who have higher social status and more obligations. 
Unfortunately, these women often do not choose to participate in 
a programme like Hagar’s, which requires at least months of no 
contact with their family, especially the abuser and his relatives. 
Because they cannot afford to lose what they have 
as a member of society, these victims compromise 
their own happiness as well as their physical and 
mental health. 
It is a vicious cycle for almost half of Vietnamese women 
today, and Hagar Vietnam is trying to change that reality 
through collaborations with local authorities by reaching out to 
the community and directly talking to the families in question.
Although local women’s unions have more information about 
families that need help, they often do not have enough 
resources or skills to help. Moreover, they are limited to one 
locality, so they cannot help with the victim’s relocation and 
employment in a new social setting. This is where Hagar 
steps in. It hopes to set up a pilot satellite care centre in Yen 
Bai in a few years’ time, and aims to follow up with past 
victims while helping more victims in the future. 
Chi was proud when she talked about her son, who is in 
secondary school now. But she was also worried about the 
effects his father might have had on him and is trying her 
best to keep him off the violent track. Her son would tell his 
friends at school that his father had died; after witnessing 
what the man did to his mother at such a young age, his 
resentment won’t fade away easily. But at least their horrible 
past is over, and they are now safe in a home where only 
love can touch them.
The lm is a good way to develop 
sensibility for the problems and risks 
farmers face. One bad season can set 
back an entire family for years. Some 
farmers – like the family portrayed in the 
documentary – cling to traditional methods, 
like using the Javanese calendar to 
determine planting cycles. That’s what they 
learnt from their ancestors. 
Indonesia also has government 
programmes to support farmers, for 
example, through subsidised fertiliser 
and pesticides. But in the current system, 
many inefciencies remain. So Irvan, 
barely in his late twenties, decided to 
develop his own programme to ll the 
gaps. Since 2013, his company Vasham 
operates as a social enterprise with a 
single goal – increase stability in 
farmers’ lives so that they have a fair 
shot at escaping poverty.
Vasham's approach is an end-to-end 
solution with a programme called Konco 
(Javanese for friend). By enrolling in 
Konco, farmers get access to fair loans to 
cover losses or to expand production. 
The programme sets them up with good 
quality farm input such as the right seeds 
and fertilisers, and provides training and 
consultation on the eld. As a last step, 
the programme helps farmers sell their 
products at a fair price.
SUSTAINABLE HELP 
Irvan is condent that such a holistic 
approach is needed to achieve long-term 
results, due to the many weaknesses in 
the existing system. Loan sharks who 
exploit farmers in need, inefcient 
distribution of supplies and tools, and a 
simple lack of knowledge are just some 
of the issues farmers face.
The loans Vasham hands out are based on a 
prot-sharing principle. Their payback 
depends on farmers’ increase in productivity 
and prot, rather than a xed interest. 
Vasham’s own business model is therefore 
linked to how well their programme does in 
improving farmers’ outputs.
It took Irvan months of observation and living 
in farming villages to gure out a functional 
and sustainable support structure.
GAINING UNDERSTANDING
AND TRUST 
Irvan comes from a family that’s in 
agribusiness, but more capital-intensive 
ones such as poultry, dairy, and 
aquaculture. Coming from a privileged 
background, it wasn’t easy for him to win 
the farmers’ trust. There were many 
disparities. He went to university abroad, 
something farmers can’t even dream of. 
He’s also ethnically Chinese, whereas 
most farmers Vasham works with are 
Javanese. Now, Irvan is proud that 
farmers have accepted him and believe 
in his programme – the result of 
consistency and spending as much time 
as possible in the eld.
One approach Irvan found useful was to 
identify and work with respected 
community leaders, who would then help 
spread the idea to other farmers.
One such farmer was Suwanto, who is 
well-known in his neighbourhood and the 
leader of a farming cooperative. He 
became  one of the rst batch of farmers 
to join Vasham and his inuence helped 
to win over others. Suwanto was 
convinced about the programme because 
he saw a rise in his income and found 
that Vasham's end-to-end service really 
helped farmers boost their productivity.
BETTER RETURNS 
According to Aditya Sjahrandra, 
Vasham’s corporate engagement 
manager, farmers in the Konco 
programme have felt an immediate 
positive effect, partly because they are 
able to sell their crops at a better price 
via Vasham. One example is Aherudin, a 
corn farmer who has been a part of 
Vasham for more than one and a half 
years. He used to sell his crop to corn 
traders who would only pay Rp 2,000 to 
Rp 2,100 per kilogramme. Now, with 
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Vasham’s help, he sells at around Rp 
3,150 per kilogramme, and his yearly 
revenue had seen a signicant jump.
Currently 1,700 farmers like Suwanto 
and Aherudin are benetting from 
Vasham’s programme. The company’s 
target is to eventually reach 18 million 
smallholder farmers all over Indonesia.
Irvan is also a passionate defender of the 
concept of true social entrepreneurship. He’s 
not convinced by the current model in which 
there’s big business on one end of the scale, 
and non-prot entities on the other. He wants 
to prove there’s a middle ground.
“I think foundations are inefcient, 
because they are project-based, and 
tend to lack sustainability and 
scalability,” says Irvan. 
“I want to prove that social 
entrepreneurship can work in 
Indonesia. Not as a gimmick, not as 
a company’s public relations 
measure. That’s where my heart 
and soul really is. Vasham was 
founded on this principle.”
AC
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FOUR DOLLARS, 
WELL SPENT
              27% of Indonesians are 
farmers, most of them smallholders 
with field sizes of less than one 
hectare. They produce staple 
crops like rice, cassava, and 
maize, while their fate largely 
depends on climate. Not enough is 
done to protect and support these 
people, says Irvan Kolonas, who 
has built a social enterprise that 
helps farmers increase their 
financial stability.
The Land Beneath the Fog is a touching 
documentary that takes viewers into the 
lives of ordinary farmers in Indonesia. 
Like a y on the wall, we observe a 
family’s decision-making process. When is 
it time to plant? How much should we 
invest in fertiliser? Is there enough money 
to send the boy to school?
The lm is a good way to develop 
sensibility for the problems and risks 
farmers face. One bad season can set 
back an entire family for years. Some 
farmers – like the family portrayed in the 
documentary – cling to traditional methods, 
like using the Javanese calendar to 
determine planting cycles. That’s what they 
learnt from their ancestors. 
Indonesia also has government 
programmes to support farmers, for 
example, through subsidised fertiliser 
and pesticides. But in the current system, 
many inefciencies remain. So Irvan, 
barely in his late twenties, decided to 
develop his own programme to ll the 
gaps. Since 2013, his company Vasham 
operates as a social enterprise with a 
single goal – increase stability in 
farmers’ lives so that they have a fair 
shot at escaping poverty.
Vasham's approach is an end-to-end 
solution with a programme called Konco 
(Javanese for friend). By enrolling in 
Konco, farmers get access to fair loans to 
cover losses or to expand production. 
The programme sets them up with good 
quality farm input such as the right seeds 
and fertilisers, and provides training and 
consultation on the eld. As a last step, 
the programme helps farmers sell their 
products at a fair price.
SUSTAINABLE HELP 
Irvan is condent that such a holistic 
approach is needed to achieve long-term 
results, due to the many weaknesses in 
the existing system. Loan sharks who 
exploit farmers in need, inefcient 
distribution of supplies and tools, and a 
simple lack of knowledge are just some 
of the issues farmers face.
The loans Vasham hands out are based on a 
prot-sharing principle. Their payback 
depends on farmers’ increase in productivity 
and prot, rather than a xed interest. 
Vasham’s own business model is therefore 
linked to how well their programme does in 
improving farmers’ outputs.
It took Irvan months of observation and living 
in farming villages to gure out a functional 
and sustainable support structure.
GAINING UNDERSTANDING
AND TRUST 
Irvan comes from a family that’s in 
agribusiness, but more capital-intensive 
ones such as poultry, dairy, and 
aquaculture. Coming from a privileged 
background, it wasn’t easy for him to win 
the farmers’ trust. There were many 
disparities. He went to university abroad, 
something farmers can’t even dream of. 
He’s also ethnically Chinese, whereas 
most farmers Vasham works with are 
Javanese. Now, Irvan is proud that 
farmers have accepted him and believe 
in his programme – the result of 
consistency and spending as much time 
as possible in the eld.
One approach Irvan found useful was to 
identify and work with respected 
community leaders, who would then help 
spread the idea to other farmers.
One such farmer was Suwanto, who is 
well-known in his neighbourhood and the 
leader of a farming cooperative. He 
became  one of the rst batch of farmers 
to join Vasham and his inuence helped 
to win over others. Suwanto was 
convinced about the programme because 
he saw a rise in his income and found 
that Vasham's end-to-end service really 
helped farmers boost their productivity.
BETTER RETURNS 
According to Aditya Sjahrandra, 
Vasham’s corporate engagement 
manager, farmers in the Konco 
programme have felt an immediate 
positive effect, partly because they are 
able to sell their crops at a better price 
via Vasham. One example is Aherudin, a 
corn farmer who has been a part of 
Vasham for more than one and a half 
years. He used to sell his crop to corn 
traders who would only pay Rp 2,000 to 
Rp 2,100 per kilogramme. Now, with 
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Vasham’s help, he sells at around Rp 
3,150 per kilogramme, and his yearly 
revenue had seen a signicant jump.
Currently 1,700 farmers like Suwanto 
and Aherudin are benetting from 
Vasham’s programme. The company’s 
target is to eventually reach 18 million 
smallholder farmers all over Indonesia.
Irvan is also a passionate defender of the 
concept of true social entrepreneurship. He’s 
not convinced by the current model in which 
there’s big business on one end of the scale, 
and non-prot entities on the other. He wants 
to prove there’s a middle ground.
“I think foundations are inefcient, 
because they are project-based, and 
tend to lack sustainability and 
scalability,” says Irvan. 
“I want to prove that social 
entrepreneurship can work in 
Indonesia. Not as a gimmick, not as 
a company’s public relations 
measure. That’s where my heart 
and soul really is. Vasham was 
founded on this principle.” AC
In parts of Indonesia’s far-ung eastern 
islands, infant mortality is high. Women 
continue working in the elds well into 
their pregnancies, and can’t afford to give 
birth in a clinic – a serious health risk for 
them and their babies. With effort and 
ingenuity, a network of social 
entrepreneurs in Indonesia collaborates to 
crack such cycles of poverty.
A graduate of the Harvard University 
School of Public Health, Azalea 
Ayuningtyas witnessed rst hand the dire 
situation of women in Indonesia’s East 
Nusa Tenggara islands.
Despite days filled with hard 
labour on the fields, they barely 
made enough to cover the most 
basic needs. 
In the evenings, the women would busy 
themselves with another activity – weaving 
gorgeous wicker baskets, mainly for 
storage and ceremonial use. 
BARELY ENOUGH
Subsisting from one day to the next, the 
women did all they can to become more 
productive. But they were still seeing little 
for their work.
Azalea knew these women would continue 
to be at risk, unless they had the means to 
take better care of themselves during 
pregnancy and childbirth.
She saw an opportunity to improve the 
women’s income with a system that only 
minimally interfered with their traditional 
way of life. Azalea and her colleagues 
helped the women organise into weaving 
and farming cooperatives, and the social 
enterprise Du’Anyam was born. 
Under Du’Anyam, pregnant women 
would stop working on farms and spend 
more time weaving products like slippers 
or notebook covers, until after their child 
is born. The rotation system allowed them 
to keep maintaining the elds while 
earning a side income through the sale 
of wicker products.
WHEN DREAMS COLLIDE – 
GROWING SUPPORT NETWORK 
FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISES
Around the same time Azalea was getting 
Du’Anyam off the ground with a group of 
women in Flores, somewhere in the 
archipelago’s capital, Jezzie Setiawan 
decided to end her career as a nancial 
analyst. She was yearning to nally pursue 
her own dream – build a support system 
for social entrepreneurs. 
That dream had begun to take shape a 
few years ago, when she traveled to 
Halmahera, an island part of the 
Moluccas. Jezzie wanted to play a role in 
reducing poverty and increasing access to 
opportunities for fellow Indonesians in 
remote parts of the country. She thought 
through many possibilities, including 
forming a charity or a non-governmental 
organisation (NGO). Eventually, friends 
introduced her to Kiva – a technology 
platform from the US that specialises in 
crowdlending. 
“Honestly, when I saw Kiva, I immediately 
fell in love,” Jezzie says.
Kiva lets social enterprises like Du’Anyam 
raise money for zero interest. Small 
companies can set up a campaign page 
where they describe their work, how 
much money their business needs, and 
what it will be used for. Anyone can sign 
up and chip in as a lender. But it’s not a 
donation – the lender can expect to get 
their money back, in instalments, over the 
course of several months.
GETTING TECHNICAL TO BETTER 
MEET NEEDS
The Kiva model appealed to Jezzie, but 
she also saw some features that did not 
quite match the situation in Indonesia. For 
example, lenders can only give money via 
credit card or PayPal – two payment 
methods few Indonesians have access to. 
Also, Kiva only allows social enterprises to 
sign up via one of their eld agents. The 
selection process is complicated and 
would leave many Indonesian 
entrepreneurs out.
So Jezzie decided to build her own version 
of Kiva for Indonesia, called Gandengtangan 
(Indonesian for “holding hands”).
After working on the concept alone for a 
while, Jezzie convinced a friend with 
technical skills to help her build 
Gandengtangan. Another friend joined the 
team, then another. They were able to 
raise a grant from an angel investor, who 
was willing to support the idea until the 
team could prove that their idea works. 
WORK-IN-PROGRESS 
So far, Gandengtangan has supported 21 
social enterprises around Indonesia, mostly 
in the eastern parts of the archipelago. 
Nine of them are still collecting loans, ten 
have been successfully funded, while two 
of them failed to reach their target.
Azalea’s social enterprise, Du’Anyam, was 
one of the campaigns that successfully 
reached its target. It collected IDR 
16,670,151 (USD 1,262.17), which helped 
the team to buy the motorcycle they badly 
needed to be able to expand the concept 
to a nearby village.
Jezzie says all successfully-funded 
businesses are able to keep up with their 
repayment scheme so far.
What needs to happen now though, is for 
the whole system to work at scale. 
Gandengtangan takes 5 percent from 
each successfully-funded project, so it 
needs many projects to reach their targets 
in order to be sustainable.
SUSTAINABILITY IS IN 
THE DETAILS 
Gandengtangan’s communications 
director, Dhini Hidayati, says there are 
only an estimated 4,000 social enterprises 
in Indonesia. To grow, Gandengtangan 
has to expand its scope and include 
micro-businesses that are not explicitly 
social, like small restaurants or shops.
“We’re still searching for the right 
product-market t,” Jezzie admits. The 
platform also needs technical 
improvements so that setting up a 
campaign page becomes very simple and 
requires little support from the 
Gandengtangan team.
Gandengtangan’s most successful project 
to date was a social business that brings 
cheap and clean drinking water to 
Indonesia’s Komodo islands. The campaign 
raised IDR 30,694,618 (USD 2,324). The 
smallest amount a lender can give a 
project on Gandengtangan is IDR 50,000 
(that’s less than USD 4!). The amount may 
sound small, but put to good use, it can go 
a long way.
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THAILAND 
Two decades ago, Watcharee Wiriya 
became the rst victim of sexual 
harassment to step out of the shadows to 
pursue legal action against her employer, 
the state-owned enterprise Bangkok 
Mass Transit Authority (BMTA). Nobody, 
including her, realised then just how 
signicant that decision would turn out to 
be. But if there is one thing the No. 25 
bus conductor and three-term union 
steward has learnt after all these years, it 
is that if you want to change something, 
you have to take the bull by the horns.
INTERNAL AFFAIRS
Other than certain inherent risks such as 
working night shifts and being in 
enclosed spaces, what made sexism and 
sexual harassment so widespread in 
BMTA back then was the level of 
autonomy each bus zone had in running 
its own operation. When supervisors – 
from bus dispatchers to zone directors – 
have complete control over their 
subordinates, chances are many people 
are going to take full advantage of it.
“Watcharee’s struggle for justice in the 
late 90s opened the door for us. Still, our 
collective campaign, which ofcially 
began in 2006, ran into so many brick 
walls. It wasn’t until the labour union was 
able to produce evidence of sexual 
harassment and the nancial cost to the 
organisation, that the director agreed to 
set up the committee in 2011,” said No. 
13 bus conductor Yong Chimplee, who is 
the labour union’s treasurer and one of 
the members on BMTA’s anti-sexual 
harassment committee. 
The 15-member committee meets on a 
regular basis and oversees all aspects of 
BMTA’s efforts to end sexual harassment 
in the workplace – from prevention and 
education to training and discipline.
Last year, it continued to lead the charge 
and rolled out the country’s rst ever 
policy and standard operating 
procedures for handling sexual 
harassment, soon to be adopted by all 
state agencies.
WOMEN OF ACTION
Watcharee, who has also been on the 
committee since its establishment, started 
working at BMTA in 1992. She became 
active at the labour union after winning the 
landmark wrongful termination lawsuit in 
1999 – the year during which the 
beleaguered union* saw one of its biggest 
membership surges that facilitated its 
revival in the following year.
The Kamphaeng Phet native 
acknowledged how fortunate she was to 
have a few sympathetic colleagues who 
offered their help when she got red.
“When one of the administrative staff in 
my bus zone found out, she took me to 
get legal aid at the union, while another 
two helped gather evidence and testied 
in court on my behalf. I’m still very 
grateful for what they did for me.”
Taking up the torch from her 
predecessors, Watcharee, now 56, and 
one of the 40 women and organisations 
that received the women’s rights award 
in March this year, is still out and about 
taking care of her peers – from bringing 
them food to negotiating overtime with 
her zone director after their bus depot 
was moved in April.
“Staying where I am is the right 
thing to do. I can keep my ears 
close to the ground.  The higher you 
go up the ladder, the tighter your 
hands are tied. 
The funny thing is, being active in the 
union can actually put your career on the 
fast track. It’s how we lose some of the 
promising young people to management 
over the years.” 
 
IN THE DRIVER’S SEAT
Prior to joining hands with Teeranat 
Foundation in 2009 to conduct two 
participatory action researches (PAR) 
on sexual harassment in BMTA, the 
female union leaders, including Yong 
and Watcharee, already had a 
constant presence in the workers’ rights 
and gender equality movement. 
Their passionate involvement caught the 
eyes of former members of the National 
Human Rights Commission and Director 
of Teeranat Foundation, Naiyana 
Suphapheung, which led to the two-year 
joint project between the foundation and 
BMTA’s labour union.
“Through PAR, any employee can be a 
researcher, which makes it a very powerful 
tool to drive change from within an 
organisation. Many bus conductors and 
drivers felt empowered during the process 
because they never thought that being a 
researcher was something they were 
capable of. Furthermore, as there were 
perpetrators in the labour union itself, 
when more people became aware of their 
own behaviours and spoke out against 
sexual harassment, it carried more weight. 
Other perpetrators couldn’t easily brush 
them aside.”
CHANGES FOR THE BETTER – ONE 
STEP AT A TIME
The labour union has also been 
making major headway in the past 
two years to improve employees’ 
health and well -being, through the 
newly- formed employee health and 
wellness commit tee.
Watcharee vividly recalls the day when 
they revealed the survey ndings on 
BTMA’s female employees’ quality of 
life two years ago.
“Everyone was shocked that, 1 in 4 of 
female bus conductors have to wear adult 
diapers because of the long work hours 
(10-16 a day) and lack of access to 
bathrooms. Now, the management has 
installed bathrooms and drinking water at 
all 24 bus depots. My bus zone is going to 
start piloting a health promotion 
programme to help bus conductors and 
drivers learn how to take better care of 
themselves. Once we get it going, we can 
pass the torch to the new generation.”
*During 1991-2000 under military rule, 
all public labour unions in Thailand were 
dissolved and could only operate in an 
unofcial capacity as associations.
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Two decades ago, Watcharee Wiriya 
became the rst victim of sexual 
harassment to step out of the shadows to 
pursue legal action against her employer, 
the state-owned enterprise Bangkok 
Mass Transit Authority (BMTA). Nobody, 
including her, realised then just how 
signicant that decision would turn out to 
be. But if there is one thing the No. 25 
bus conductor and three-term union 
steward has learnt after all these years, it 
is that if you want to change something, 
you have to take the bull by the horns.
INTERNAL AFFAIRS
Other than certain inherent risks such as 
working night shifts and being in 
enclosed spaces, what made sexism and 
sexual harassment so widespread in 
BMTA back then was the level of 
autonomy each bus zone had in running 
its own operation. When supervisors – 
from bus dispatchers to zone directors – 
have complete control over their 
subordinates, chances are many people 
are going to take full advantage of it.
“Watcharee’s struggle for justice in the 
late 90s opened the door for us. Still, our 
collective campaign, which ofcially 
began in 2006, ran into so many brick 
walls. It wasn’t until the labour union was 
able to produce evidence of sexual 
harassment and the nancial cost to the 
organisation, that the director agreed to 
set up the committee in 2011,” said No. 
13 bus conductor Yong Chimplee, who is 
the labour union’s treasurer and one of 
the members on BMTA’s anti-sexual 
harassment committee. 
The 15-member committee meets on a 
regular basis and oversees all aspects of 
BMTA’s efforts to end sexual harassment 
in the workplace – from prevention and 
education to training and discipline.
Last year, it continued to lead the charge 
and rolled out the country’s rst ever 
policy and standard operating 
procedures for handling sexual 
harassment, soon to be adopted by all 
state agencies.
WOMEN OF ACTION
Watcharee, who has also been on the 
committee since its establishment, started 
working at BMTA in 1992. She became 
active at the labour union after winning the 
landmark wrongful termination lawsuit in 
1999 – the year during which the 
beleaguered union* saw one of its biggest 
membership surges that facilitated its 
revival in the following year.
The Kamphaeng Phet native 
acknowledged how fortunate she was to 
have a few sympathetic colleagues who 
offered their help when she got red.
“When one of the administrative staff in 
my bus zone found out, she took me to 
get legal aid at the union, while another 
two helped gather evidence and testied 
in court on my behalf. I’m still very 
grateful for what they did for me.”
Taking up the torch from her 
predecessors, Watcharee, now 56, and 
one of the 40 women and organisations 
that received the women’s rights award 
in March this year, is still out and about 
taking care of her peers – from bringing 
them food to negotiating overtime with 
her zone director after their bus depot 
was moved in April.
“Staying where I am is the right 
thing to do. I can keep my ears 
close to the ground.  The higher you 
go up the ladder, the tighter your 
hands are tied. 
The funny thing is, being active in the 
union can actually put your career on the 
fast track. It’s how we lose some of the 
promising young people to management 
over the years.” 
 
IN THE DRIVER’S SEAT
Prior to joining hands with Teeranat 
Foundation in 2009 to conduct two 
participatory action researches (PAR) 
on sexual harassment in BMTA, the 
female union leaders, including Yong 
and Watcharee, already had a 
constant presence in the workers’ rights 
and gender equality movement. 
Their passionate involvement caught the 
eyes of former members of the National 
Human Rights Commission and Director 
of Teeranat Foundation, Naiyana 
Suphapheung, which led to the two-year 
joint project between the foundation and 
BMTA’s labour union.
“Through PAR, any employee can be a 
researcher, which makes it a very powerful 
tool to drive change from within an 
organisation. Many bus conductors and 
drivers felt empowered during the process 
because they never thought that being a 
researcher was something they were 
capable of. Furthermore, as there were 
perpetrators in the labour union itself, 
when more people became aware of their 
own behaviours and spoke out against 
sexual harassment, it carried more weight. 
Other perpetrators couldn’t easily brush 
them aside.”
CHANGES FOR THE BETTER – ONE 
STEP AT A TIME
The labour union has also been 
making major headway in the past 
two years to improve employees’ 
health and well -being, through the 
newly- formed employee health and 
wellness commit tee.
Watcharee vividly recalls the day when 
they revealed the survey ndings on 
BTMA’s female employees’ quality of 
life two years ago.
“Everyone was shocked that, 1 in 4 of 
female bus conductors have to wear adult 
diapers because of the long work hours 
(10-16 a day) and lack of access to 
bathrooms. Now, the management has 
installed bathrooms and drinking water at 
all 24 bus depots. My bus zone is going to 
start piloting a health promotion 
programme to help bus conductors and 
drivers learn how to take better care of 
themselves. Once we get it going, we can 
pass the torch to the new generation.”
*During 1991-2000 under military rule, 
all public labour unions in Thailand were 
dissolved and could only operate in an 
unofcial capacity as associations.
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Even after a decade of doing good, Tuy 
Sobil (also known as KK) continues to be 
haunted by his past – the stigma of being 
deported from the US to Cambodia. KK 
was a complete stranger in his home 
country, having grown up in the US as a 
refugee. He did not speak Khmer, he 
was unemployed and he did not have 
any family with him. KK faced the same 
fate as most who were incarcerated and 
deported home – an unwelcomed 
foreigner whom Cambodians avoided 
and viewed with fear, apprehension, 
skepticism and disdain.  
The odds were stacked against him. He 
was living off the small allowance his 
parents would remit to him. But even 
then, KK found he had more than the 
street kids in Phnom Penh. Soon, he was 
sharing the little he had with them, and it 
wasn’t long before his humble home 
became a shelter for street kids. 
The children had approached KK to 
learn hip-hop when they heard he was 
good at it. Seeing the kids having to 
fend for themselves, both KK and his 
friend Shhort (who also returned as a 
deportee) felt compelled to look out for 
them, like big brothers do. Over time, KK 
and Shhort realised the street kids 
needed to learn to read and write, and 
to go back to school. That was the 
informal beginning of Tiny Toones. 
KK and Shhort found a purpose that 
propelled them further than they could 
have imagined. To date, 5,000 street 
children have “graduated” from Tiny 
Toones, and both men are still working 
hard to keep the centre going. 
The interview with KK took place at Tiny 
Toones. The simple classrooms were 
lled with excited students – a place they 
clearly felt safe and happy to be in. The 
walls were decked with grafti art and 
motivational slogans. 
KK is petite and spoke with a strong 
American street slang. Heavily tattooed, 
lean, tanned-looking and sporting a 
ponytail, KK can look intimidating – like 
a person hardened by hard knocks in 
life. But his tough exterior belies a polite 
and soft-spoken manner, and his heart 
for the kids showed as he spoke.
 
But after 12 years of helping the street 
kids in Phnom Pehn, KK still has to 
overcome the prejudices of people 
unable to look beyond his past. 
“People here want me to be violent 
sometimes. KK, an ex-criminal with an 
NGO, and he gets in a ght, (and 
people will say) “Oh, there you go! 
That’s the gang out of him. I told you, 
that kid is not good.” You know, that’s 
the judgment of people. Quick, and they 
want to hurt. I’m trying my best, you 
know? Even when I ride motorcycle, I got 
pulled over (for) 20 minutes, getting 
checked by the police for my tattoo. 
They tell me to take off my shirt. The 
whole community looking at me like, 
“Woah, criminal from somewhere.” We 
are at a red light, and everybody just 
staring at me. Some would get off the 
bike and just come look at me.”
KK is aware of the predicament he is in. 
He sees the discrimination, but knows that 
his actions no longer affect him alone – 
they have far wider repercussions.
“I’m starting to be scared of society… 
the more you challenge, the more fear 
you have, the more threats come to 
you. Most of my problems I dodge by 
saying sorry and walking away, and I 
would not even be wrong. I don’t want 
to challenge. The more I challenge, the 
more it could affect Tiny Toones. If I 
argue and I get in the papers, they 
might say, “Shut them down.” Anything 
that I think could hurt Tiny Toones, I try 
not to do it. I just bow down to people. 
If we do become violent, it’s going to 
solve nothing.”
 
But one thing KK will not shy away from is 
protecting the young lives under his care.
“The only time I become strong is when 
I’m around a kid and I protect them, like, 
even at the police station. Everybody 
can make so much fun of me, make me a 
clown. When it comes to backing up a 
kid, I will be a hundred percent.”
KK may have the street kids’ backs, but 
who has his when the going gets tough? 
He pensively shares about the 
difcult beginning.
“My parents are always there for me, 
picking me up. Sometimes, my parents 
tell me I’m stupid, not in a bad way. But I 
understand. I can’t even take care of 
myself then, but I made a choice to take 
care of other kids. And my education is 
not that good. At the same time, I’m 
trying to help kids get education, so 
(they) don’t become like me. And the 
money that my parents sent me, I shared 
with the kids. We eat together and 
everything. So they’re one of my biggest 
supporters. And here in Cambodia, I’m 
thankful for Rosanne. I don’t think Tiny 
Toones would ever really become what it 
is (if not for her). She runs WAC, and she 
always lifts up my spirit and say, “You 
can create your own NGO, and you can 
help these kids.” And I kept on saying 
no, and she’s like, “I’ll be your rst 
donor.” And I’m like, I don’t know how to 
read and (do) a proposal, and she’s like, 
“We’ll nd money to help you fund this.”
Tiny Toones had run into trouble many 
times over the years. But many people 
stepped up to lend their support, says KK.
“I know (our funding) is down every 
year. But we’re always blessed because 
somebody will come through. I’m very 
thankful. I just keep on meeting good 
friends who come here, like Dara from 
the US. He saw me struggling with Tiny 
Toones and put his college on hold to 
volunteer for a year and a half. My 
board members and people I know here, 
they’ve been lifting up my spirits when 
I’m down. I met a guy from London who I 
call my brother. We’re like two opposite 
guys in the world. He is a lawyer and 
I’m a gangster. He’s been guiding me 
through a lot. Then I had Lianne. She 
was hard on me but she guided me. This 
man named Kevin from Singapore. He 
used to run the school. And I look at my 
whole 12 years, it’s been a journey of 
beautiful people whom I always meet 
when I’m hurt or down. And that’s how 
I’ve been riding all the way through.” 
KK hopes he can do more for the 
children but he feels hampered by his 
own limitations.
“I wish I was a little bit smarter and 
stronger to talk in public. That’s my 
downfall. If I could just talk to people 
like, straight out, I think Tiny Toones can 
be a lot better. But because of my own 
fear, I couldn’t do it. I am scared of 
people always looking at or looking 
down on you. But people don’t see it and 
say, you can be the voice of Tiny Toones. 
I can’t be the voice cause I’m not strong 
at all, just like a little boy.”
Constantly battling his fear of being 
judged, KK hopes the children from Tiny 
Toones will grow up different – that they 
will feel good about themselves and be 
able to pursue their dreams. 
“I just want them to succeed. I 
wouldn’t want them to look up to 
me and say, “Oh, K did this for 
me”. I just want them to make it, 
and be happy. And that’s all I 
want for them and I’m still going 
to try my best for them.” 
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Even after a decade of doing good, Tuy 
Sobil (also known as KK) continues to be 
haunted by his past – the stigma of being 
deported from the US to Cambodia. KK 
was a complete stranger in his home 
country, having grown up in the US as a 
refugee. He did not speak Khmer, he 
was unemployed and he did not have 
any family with him. KK faced the same 
fate as most who were incarcerated and 
deported home – an unwelcomed 
foreigner whom Cambodians avoided 
and viewed with fear, apprehension, 
skepticism and disdain.  
The odds were stacked against him. He 
was living off the small allowance his 
parents would remit to him. But even 
then, KK found he had more than the 
street kids in Phnom Penh. Soon, he was 
sharing the little he had with them, and it 
wasn’t long before his humble home 
became a shelter for street kids. 
The children had approached KK to 
learn hip-hop when they heard he was 
good at it. Seeing the kids having to 
fend for themselves, both KK and his 
friend Shhort (who also returned as a 
deportee) felt compelled to look out for 
them, like big brothers do. Over time, KK 
and Shhort realised the street kids 
needed to learn to read and write, and 
to go back to school. That was the 
informal beginning of Tiny Toones. 
KK and Shhort found a purpose that 
propelled them further than they could 
have imagined. To date, 5,000 street 
children have “graduated” from Tiny 
Toones, and both men are still working 
hard to keep the centre going. 
The interview with KK took place at Tiny 
Toones. The simple classrooms were 
lled with excited students – a place they 
clearly felt safe and happy to be in. The 
walls were decked with grafti art and 
motivational slogans. 
KK is petite and spoke with a strong 
American street slang. Heavily tattooed, 
lean, tanned-looking and sporting a 
ponytail, KK can look intimidating – like 
a person hardened by hard knocks in 
life. But his tough exterior belies a polite 
and soft-spoken manner, and his heart 
for the kids showed as he spoke.
 
But after 12 years of helping the street 
kids in Phnom Pehn, KK still has to 
overcome the prejudices of people 
unable to look beyond his past. 
“People here want me to be violent 
sometimes. KK, an ex-criminal with an 
NGO, and he gets in a ght, (and 
people will say) “Oh, there you go! 
That’s the gang out of him. I told you, 
that kid is not good.” You know, that’s 
the judgment of people. Quick, and they 
want to hurt. I’m trying my best, you 
know? Even when I ride motorcycle, I got 
pulled over (for) 20 minutes, getting 
checked by the police for my tattoo. 
They tell me to take off my shirt. The 
whole community looking at me like, 
“Woah, criminal from somewhere.” We 
are at a red light, and everybody just 
staring at me. Some would get off the 
bike and just come look at me.”
KK is aware of the predicament he is in. 
He sees the discrimination, but knows that 
his actions no longer affect him alone – 
they have far wider repercussions.
“I’m starting to be scared of society… 
the more you challenge, the more fear 
you have, the more threats come to 
you. Most of my problems I dodge by 
saying sorry and walking away, and I 
would not even be wrong. I don’t want 
to challenge. The more I challenge, the 
more it could affect Tiny Toones. If I 
argue and I get in the papers, they 
might say, “Shut them down.” Anything 
that I think could hurt Tiny Toones, I try 
not to do it. I just bow down to people. 
If we do become violent, it’s going to 
solve nothing.”
 
But one thing KK will not shy away from is 
protecting the young lives under his care.
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“The only time I become strong is when 
I’m around a kid and I protect them, like, 
even at the police station. Everybody 
can make so much fun of me, make me a 
clown. When it comes to backing up a 
kid, I will be a hundred percent.”
KK may have the street kids’ backs, but 
who has his when the going gets tough? 
He pensively shares about the 
difcult beginning.
“My parents are always there for me, 
picking me up. Sometimes, my parents 
tell me I’m stupid, not in a bad way. But I 
understand. I can’t even take care of 
myself then, but I made a choice to take 
care of other kids. And my education is 
not that good. At the same time, I’m 
trying to help kids get education, so 
(they) don’t become like me. And the 
money that my parents sent me, I shared 
with the kids. We eat together and 
everything. So they’re one of my biggest 
supporters. And here in Cambodia, I’m 
thankful for Rosanne. I don’t think Tiny 
Toones would ever really become what it 
is (if not for her). She runs WAC, and she 
always lifts up my spirit and say, “You 
can create your own NGO, and you can 
help these kids.” And I kept on saying 
no, and she’s like, “I’ll be your rst 
donor.” And I’m like, I don’t know how to 
read and (do) a proposal, and she’s like, 
“We’ll nd money to help you fund this.”
Tiny Toones had run into trouble many 
times over the years. But many people 
stepped up to lend their support, says KK.
“I know (our funding) is down every 
year. But we’re always blessed because 
somebody will come through. I’m very 
thankful. I just keep on meeting good 
friends who come here, like Dara from 
the US. He saw me struggling with Tiny 
Toones and put his college on hold to 
volunteer for a year and a half. My 
board members and people I know here, 
they’ve been lifting up my spirits when 
I’m down. I met a guy from London who I 
call my brother. We’re like two opposite 
guys in the world. He is a lawyer and 
I’m a gangster. He’s been guiding me 
through a lot. Then I had Lianne. She 
was hard on me but she guided me. This 
man named Kevin from Singapore. He 
used to run the school. And I look at my 
whole 12 years, it’s been a journey of 
beautiful people whom I always meet 
when I’m hurt or down. And that’s how 
I’ve been riding all the way through.” 
KK hopes he can do more for the 
children but he feels hampered by his 
own limitations.
“I wish I was a little bit smarter and 
stronger to talk in public. That’s my 
downfall. If I could just talk to people 
like, straight out, I think Tiny Toones can 
be a lot better. But because of my own 
fear, I couldn’t do it. I am scared of 
people always looking at or looking 
down on you. But people don’t see it and 
say, you can be the voice of Tiny Toones. 
I can’t be the voice cause I’m not strong 
at all, just like a little boy.”
Constantly battling his fear of being 
judged, KK hopes the children from Tiny 
Toones will grow up different – that they 
will feel good about themselves and be 
able to pursue their dreams. 
“I just want them to succeed. I 
wouldn’t want them to look up to 
me and say, “Oh, K did this for 
me”. I just want them to make it, 
and be happy. And that’s all I 
want for them and I’m still going 
to try my best for them.” 
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“Hip Hop Hope”  
Watch the original short 
documentary on Tiny Toones. 
Produced by the Institute for 
Societal Leadership.
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TEXT BY CRYSTAL GOH   |   PHOTOS BY MICHAEL CHIAM
SINGAPORE
In Singapore where success is usually 
dened in material terms, Michael 
Chiam, a humanitarian leader with 16 
years of experience on the ground, 
brings a refreshing outlook on life. He 
stumbled into humanitarian work after a 
good friend introduced him to his rst job 
at World Vision Singapore. 
In this interview, the Executive Director of 
Hagar Singapore talks about what it 
takes to build and lead a charity while 
forging his own denition of success. 
How did the decision to lead Hagar 
come about?
The same (friend) who gave me a call (14 
years ago to work at World Vision) had 
just joined the board of Hagar, which was 
looking to hire an Executive Director (ED) 
for the Singapore ofce. I wanted to 
continue in humanitarian work and she 
readily connected me to the CEO of Hagar 
International for an interview. 
Once you took the job, did you have to 
face any personal struggles nancially?
Very few people knew about Hagar then. 
The organisation didn’t have many 
donors too. The board asked if I would 
be ok with working without a salary until 
I was able to bring in the rst funding. 
After the rst nine months of joining 
Hagar, I was paid just half of my salary, 
because the income raised did not justify 
paying me the full salary. We prioritised 
the needs of the trafcked survivors and 
sent whatever income we had to the 
ongoing programmes and operations 
rst. I received the other half of my 
salary the following year. 
Thankfully, I didn’t feel the struggle, 
because when I accepted the offer, I had 
already adjusted my expectations. It also 
helped that I wasn’t focusing on my 
overheads. Along the years, my wife and 
I had crises and cash ow issues but 
we’ve never had a need that we wouldn’t 
be able to cover. 
However, in growing the organisation, 
we’ve needed to develop a strategy to 
reach a certain income for the next ve 
years, so that the work can be sustained. 
When we reach the ve-year mark, we 
will decide if we’re satised with how the 
organisation has grown. 
What’s your aim for Hagar’s income for 
the next ve years?
Some big organisations like World Vision 
have a regular income-generating 
programme (like their Child Sponsorship 
programme) that allows them to have, say 
70% of their income before they start 
funding programmes in the eld. It took 
World Vision almost 2 decades to 
establish a base of donors to provide for a 
regular income.
Organisations like Hagar need to 
establish something like that. Now, we’re 
only hitting half a million, but it’s a lot 
more than when we rst started. The aim 
is for us to hit over one million within the 
next 3 to 5 years – that’s 50% of the 
income we need in order to support all 
of our programmes, operations and 
administrative costs. If we achieve this, 
we’ll be starting off with income that we 
know already exists.
What keeps you going in this 
challenging work?
I am motivated to see every 
individual we work with break out 
of the vicious cycle of being 
exploited. It’s very fulfilling to walk 
with the clients directly and to see 
their transformation. 
Because you’re involved in their lives, you 
can change the trajectory of their paths. 
Share with us a meaningful experience 
you’ve had.
When one of our clients, then 17 years 
old, came to us in December 2014, she 
seemed really unmotivated to live. She 
couldn’t speak English too. But after she 
went through Hagar’s programme, she 
started to have more condence. We 
linked up with the Ministry of Manpower 
and the police to get a temporary job 
permit for her, so that she could work in 
Singapore. Her English has improved so 
much since then. She is also now learning 
how to write and not just speak. 
When her mother passed away and 
she wanted to return home, her request 
was rejected many times. When we 
nally got the permit for her, we bought 
the ticket to send her home. She was 
the rst client whom the police trusted 
for us to send home and to return to 
Singapore again. Thankfully, we had 
already built rapport with the police 
and established partnerships with other 
agencies in her home country. When 
she came back, she was more than 
happy to work with the police to serve 
as a witness against the perpetrator. 
What values do you (and Hagar 
Singapore) champion and how do you 
communicate these to your supporters?
Transparency, honesty and integrity. It’s 
ok to let people know more than what’s 
needed and to be prepared to answer 
more questions than what is necessary. 
For example, if there are issues with 
client ofces, everyone should know, 
especially our staff and volunteers, so 
that if our volunteers are talking to 
anyone, they can communicate the same 
message. We shouldn’t be afraid to 
share any good news openly and if there 
is bad news, we need to share what 
went wrong and what we’re doing to 
rectify it.
IN THE HOT SEAT 37
What is your advice for anyone who is 
inspired to lead a non-prot?
Have a big heart and be passionate 
about what you want to do. Running an 
organisation on your own means doing it 
almost 24/7. If you don’t have the 
passion, it’ll be very hard to last. 
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PHILIPPINES
WHEN SOCIAL 
REVOLUTIONS BEGIN 
WITH #HASHTAGS
In Singapore where success is usually 
dened in material terms, Michael 
Chiam, a humanitarian leader with 16 
years of experience on the ground, 
brings a refreshing outlook on life. He 
stumbled into humanitarian work after a 
good friend introduced him to his rst job 
at World Vision Singapore. 
In this interview, the Executive Director of 
Hagar Singapore talks about what it 
takes to build and lead a charity while 
forging his own denition of success. 
How did the decision to lead Hagar 
come about?
The same (friend) who gave me a call (14 
years ago to work at World Vision) had 
just joined the board of Hagar, which was 
looking to hire an Executive Director (ED) 
for the Singapore ofce. I wanted to 
continue in humanitarian work and she 
readily connected me to the CEO of Hagar 
International for an interview. 
Once you took the job, did you have to 
face any personal struggles nancially?
Very few people knew about Hagar then. 
The organisation didn’t have many 
donors too. The board asked if I would 
be ok with working without a salary until 
I was able to bring in the rst funding. 
After the rst nine months of joining 
Hagar, I was paid just half of my salary, 
because the income raised did not justify 
paying me the full salary. We prioritised 
the needs of the trafcked survivors and 
sent whatever income we had to the 
ongoing programmes and operations 
rst. I received the other half of my 
salary the following year. 
Thankfully, I didn’t feel the struggle, 
because when I accepted the offer, I had 
Michael Chiam
Michael Chiam is no stranger to global 
poverty issues and social evils that are 
prevalent in impoverished and oppressed 
communities in the developing countries – 
he has spent more than 14 years serving 
in the international humanitarian sector. 
Beyond his senior management experi-
ence, his last stint as the head of opera-
tions with World Vision Singapore saw 
him taking on the responsibility for the 
direct oversight of some 30 global 
development projects in about 25 
countries worldwide. Michael has an 
MBA in NGO Leadership and is happily 
married to his wife, Lynette – a passionate 
social activist and key volunteer with 
Hagar Singapore. 
already adjusted my expectations. It also 
helped that I wasn’t focusing on my 
overheads. Along the years, my wife and 
I had crises and cash ow issues but 
we’ve never had a need that we wouldn’t 
be able to cover. 
However, in growing the organisation, 
we’ve needed to develop a strategy to 
reach a certain income for the next ve 
years, so that the work can be sustained. 
When we reach the ve-year mark, we 
will decide if we’re satised with how the 
organisation has grown. 
What’s your aim for Hagar’s income for 
the next ve years?
Some big organisations like World Vision 
have a regular income-generating 
programme (like their Child Sponsorship 
programme) that allows them to have, say 
70% of their income before they start 
funding programmes in the eld. It took 
World Vision almost 2 decades to 
establish a base of donors to provide for a 
regular income.
Organisations like Hagar need to 
establish something like that. Now, we’re 
only hitting half a million, but it’s a lot 
more than when we rst started. The aim 
is for us to hit over one million within the 
next 3 to 5 years – that’s 50% of the 
income we need in order to support all 
of our programmes, operations and 
administrative costs. If we achieve this, 
we’ll be starting off with income that we 
know already exists.
What keeps you going in this 
challenging work?
I am motivated to see every 
individual we work with break out 
of the vicious cycle of being 
exploited. It’s very fulfilling to walk 
with the clients directly and to see 
their transformation. 
Because you’re involved in their lives, you 
can change the trajectory of their paths. 
Share with us a meaningful experience 
you’ve had.
When one of our clients, then 17 years 
old, came to us in December 2014, she 
seemed really unmotivated to live. She 
couldn’t speak English too. But after she 
went through Hagar’s programme, she 
started to have more condence. We 
linked up with the Ministry of Manpower 
and the police to get a temporary job 
permit for her, so that she could work in 
Singapore. Her English has improved so 
much since then. She is also now learning 
how to write and not just speak. 
When her mother passed away and 
she wanted to return home, her request 
was rejected many times. When we 
nally got the permit for her, we bought 
the ticket to send her home. She was 
the rst client whom the police trusted 
for us to send home and to return to 
Singapore again. Thankfully, we had 
already built rapport with the police 
and established partnerships with other 
agencies in her home country. When 
she came back, she was more than 
happy to work with the police to serve 
as a witness against the perpetrator. 
What values do you (and Hagar 
Singapore) champion and how do you 
communicate these to your supporters?
Transparency, honesty and integrity. It’s 
ok to let people know more than what’s 
needed and to be prepared to answer 
more questions than what is necessary. 
For example, if there are issues with 
client ofces, everyone should know, 
especially our staff and volunteers, so 
that if our volunteers are talking to 
anyone, they can communicate the same 
message. We shouldn’t be afraid to 
share any good news openly and if there 
is bad news, we need to share what 
went wrong and what we’re doing to 
rectify it.
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What is your advice for anyone who is 
inspired to lead a non-prot?
Have a big heart and be passionate 
about what you want to do. Running an 
organisation on your own means doing it 
almost 24/7. If you don’t have the 
passion, it’ll be very hard to last. 
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In a world where social movements 
struggle to bring their agendas to the 
fore, the power of the Internet has 
massively democratised public access to 
activist issues. This has been especially 
true in the Philippines, despite its slow 
Internet connectivity (the country has the 
second slowest internet speed in Asia).
Reputed for being the world’s social 
media capital, Philippines is a robust 
playground for online community 
organisers who delve into hot-button 
topics such as climate change and 
animal welfare. 
33-year-old social media strategist and 
entrepreneur, Ma Rosario Juan, is among 
those who believe in the Internet’s 
potential to create societal change.
What inspired you to start @TweetupMNL?
I was getting reintegrated in Manila in 
2009, after four years of living in China, 
and was keen to explore digital 
marketing. I started getting to know 
people in the industry on Twitter. I 
wanted to meet them in person, so I 
started organising tweetups.
@TweetupMNL is a community of 
netizens who are united by their 
passion for social media. We have 
been holding Twitter Meetups, or 
TweetUps all over Metro Manila. We 
aim to use social media for social good 
and to help further the social media 
industry in the country.
Why and how does the Internet play
a pivotal role in changing
grassroots activism?
I think the biggest contribution of social 
media to grassroots activism is 
awareness. It brings to light issues that 
would have otherwise been pushed to 
the back pages of a newspaper or not 
have been printed at all. It gives 
organisations and individuals a platform 
to speak out, generate interest and open 
discussions, leading to more people 
getting involved in issues. This then leads 
to action and change. 
The Philippines has the slowest Internet 
speed in the region. Has that been a 
problem at all for online activism?
The biggest challenge yet is connectivity. 
Many remote areas in the Philippines 
do not have access to telephone lines 
and cell phone reception. Imagine 
what we can do if we can connect to 
people living in remote areas. Imagine 
how much more we can do if we have 
faster connections! 
Do you think online activism encourages 
a lazy form of activism (slacktivism)? 
How do we ensure that this brings about 
the same results as going out in the 
streets, i.e. through changes in policies, 
laws and opinions?
I would be more worried about apathy 
than slacktivism. 
I believe that the noise made by the 
Internet and social media about 
issues is enough to spread 
awareness, encourage discussions, 
stimulate action and helps lay the 
groundwork, which is the most 
labour-intensive part of the process.
 
What we need to do now is to make 
sure that interest is sustained and that 
the call to action is strong enough to 
ensure change. 
How do you ensure the success of
your campaign?
It all starts with a strong message. Then 
we think about how we will get that 
message across to our target audience. 
It’s not just talking, posting, sharing 
and hoping people will take notice. 
We want them to care. This involves 
authentic messaging, strategising, 
executing, measuring results and 
continuous optimisation. 
You organised #rescuePH. How did this 
become the default hashtag for rescue 
operations in the Philippines?
It was Habagat in 2012. No one was 
prepared for days of incessant rain 
because it wasn’t even a typhoon. I 
was monitoring the weather through my 
social media feeds and suddenly 
noticed that there were tweets naming 
people, giving their contact numbers 
and location, along with calls for help 
and rescue. My friends and I created a 
system where volunteers could organise 
the information we had found on social 
media and hand it over to 
organisations that could respond to 
these calls for help. 
It was important to establish the use of a 
single, ofcial hashtag because a 
hashtag primarily organises information. 
If there are too many hashtags, it defeats 
the purpose. In order to establish the 
credibility of #rescuePH, we asked 
government and traditional media outlets 
to use it and to announce it as the 
ofcial hashtag for all rescue requests. 
The hope is that one day, we will be ready 
and equipped to face disasters so that 
the need to use #rescuePH will not even 
come about. 
You also brought Mashable’s Social 
Media Day to the Philippines.
We had participated in Twestival, a 
Twitter fundraising festival, and the 
turnout was pretty good. We wanted to 
have another one but the global 
organisers had put it on hiatus. So we 
thought, why not Social Media Day this 
time around? We were thinking it would 
be a “big” tweetup... say, 50 people, but 
we welcomed 300 people! Social Media 
Day is now the biggest social media 
community event in the country. 
Social media has been hijacked by 
various groups, and has been used as 
a tool to inuence public perception 
and opinion (e.g., Martial Law 
apologists.) What can we do to 
combat these wrong beliefs?
Social media is largely self-policing. We 
need to strengthen the voice of those 
who are spreading correct information. It 
is a matter of building strong networks of 
credible individuals who are thought 
leaders and advocates in their 
industry/community. It is also important 
to build a strong relationship with 
credible “traditional” organisations that 
have been around longer and have a 
more established reach. They can lend 
credibility to social media sources. 
How can we encourage more 
enlightened social media users?
It involves a lot of education. The tenets 
of good manners and right conduct 
hold fast and must be practised even 
on social media. Do not hide behind 
false personas. At the end of the day, 
social media is not about gadgets, it’s 
about people. 
I think it’s also about time that schools 
teach students how to use social media 
properly. That, of course, requires 
schools and teachers to get up to speed 
with social media rst. 
 
How do you aim to create a lasting 
impact with what you do, and how can 
the other countries in Southeast Asia 
learn from your best practices?
I love the spirit of community and 
collaboration that social media fosters. I 
would like to empower communities of 
individuals to create lasting positive 
change in their locales and the causes 
they believe in. I like to help people 
make social media work for them. 
Filipinos have always had the unique value 
of bayanihan (camaraderie). We are a 
community-based nation. ASEAN brothers 
and sisters can learn from our sense of 
community and how we have even 
translated this to the online world. 
#rescuePH was online bayanihan in 
action. There’s so much more we can 
achieve together.
About
Entrepreneur and digital marketer Ma. 
Rosario Juan is the founder of 
@TweetupMNL, a community of netizens 
who are united by their passion for social 
media. They have been holding Twitter 
Meetups, or TweetUps all over Metro 
Manila since 2009. AC
LENDING HIS 
MAGICAL TOUCH 
57-year-old Ben Cheong has touched 
thousands of lives across Asia since he 
dabbled in charity work a decade ago. 
He has built schools in remote villages, 
rendered aid to poor and displaced 
communities, and helped victims of 
natural disasters to get back on their 
feet. So far, he has been able to help 
8,000 Asian children a year, across all 
aspects of his work. 
One of the ongoing projects by last 
year’s “Singaporean of the Year” award 
nominee is to build 40 schools under the 
Magical Light Foundation, which Ben 
founded four years ago. 
Why did you set up Magical
Light Foundation?
The aim is to bring education to the 
people and also to teach the villagers 
hygiene and health-related issues. I 
started with building schools, most of 
them in Myanmar. Now there are over 
20 schools. Hopefully by the end of next 
year, there will be 40 schools in Asia. 
Tell us about your rst experience in 
doing charity work.
About 7 years ago, while on holiday in 
Myanmar, I visited an overpopulated 
school in a village. Students walked a few 
hours from different villages to get to the 
only school in the area. Seeing a need for 
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more schools in such remote villages, I 
decided to build them myself. 
When the rst school was ready, the village 
threw a big celebration to thank me. The 
village chief said he had been waiting for 
me for 30 years. I started to cry. 
Why does anybody have to wait 
30 years for a school? What’s 
wrong with this system? 
Education should be available to 
everybody. That’s what hit me, 
that I can make a difference. 
So I decided to continue this journey. 
How old are the children attending
your schools?
The children will be as young as 5 to 
about 15 years old. Out of the 40 
schools to be built in Myanmar, 10 will 
be kindergartens while the rest are basic 
schools ranging from Grade 1 to Grade 
8 (Secondary 1 to Secondary 2). They 
don’t have Secondary 3 and Secondary 
4 in Myanmar. 
There are also computer classes, with 
no age limit. Most students are in their 
20s. The biggest one is in the city of 
Mandalay, where the students can 
study 3 months for free. 
We also conduct education courses for 
parents and teachers on how to 
communicate and interact with their 
children and students. 
What were some of the major 
challenges you faced in running 
Magical Light Foundation?
I don’t have any obstacles. It’s all in the 
mind. If you think you have an obstacle, 
there’ll always be one. So nd another 
way around it. I’ve been able to achieve 
what I want because I’ve removed the 
word “obstacle” from my vocabulary.
How do you go about raising funds for 
your projects?
Every time I do something, I’ll post it on 
Facebook for my followers. Over the 
years, people gave me their trust. When 
I raise funds, be it a few hundred or tens 
of thousands of dollars, they will pledge 
their money. If I had started with 
promoting the foundation rst, it may not 
have worked. 
Today, people recognise Ben Cheong, but 
I have to slowly erase that so that people 
recognise Magical Light Foundation. If not, 
the foundation won’t be able to do well. 
It’s not about my legacy. It’s about what I 
can offer people.
The foundation actually has a core team 
of fundraisers who are working on 
getting corporate funding. This team will 
take over from me so that I can 
concentrate on doing work on the 
ground, which I’m good at.
How can social enterprises sustain 
themselves in the long run?
Many groups that started doing charity 
work start with good intentions. But 
they have no plan. That’s why they fail. 
It’s important to know why you are 
doing it. Make sure you’re doing 
something that can make a difference. 
Find a niche, as many people are 
already doing charity work.
In Singapore for example, what the poor 
and needy need is a good social worker 
to direct them to the relevant parties for 
help. That’s the right way to do it. Not to 
start your own charity to help them. It’s a 
waste of logistics, time and energy. 
That’s why a lot of groups fail in the end. 
So many big organisations are already 
doing something, so why start your small 
group and then have funding issues?
What succession plan have
you implemented?
My work will not end until the day I die. 
But I need someone to take over, to 
continue the work I’ve started. We are in 
a transition period now, so whether the 
team can sustain itself in the future, I 
cannot guarantee. But people believe in 
Ben Cheong. So they will have to believe 
in Magical Light Foundation. 
I have one successor who is with me on 
every trip to learn. But he has a 
different opinion of things and how 
they should be done. That’s okay, but I 
explain to him why I’m doing it a 
certain way. It’s important for him to 
see my point of view, why I decided to 
help this particular village and not 
another one. That is something you can 
only see on the ground. It’s about 
understanding the culture and the 
people you are working with. 
57-year-old Ben Cheong has touched 
thousands of lives across Asia since he 
dabbled in charity work a decade ago. 
He has built schools in remote villages, 
rendered aid to poor and displaced 
communities, and helped victims of 
natural disasters to get back on their 
feet. So far, he has been able to help 
8,000 Asian children a year, across all 
aspects of his work. 
One of the ongoing projects by last 
year’s “Singaporean of the Year” award 
nominee is to build 40 schools under the 
Magical Light Foundation, which Ben 
founded four years ago. 
Why did you set up Magical
Light Foundation?
The aim is to bring education to the 
people and also to teach the villagers 
hygiene and health-related issues. I 
started with building schools, most of 
them in Myanmar. Now there are over 
20 schools. Hopefully by the end of next 
year, there will be 40 schools in Asia. 
Tell us about your rst experience in 
doing charity work.
About 7 years ago, while on holiday in 
Myanmar, I visited an overpopulated 
school in a village. Students walked a few 
hours from different villages to get to the 
only school in the area. Seeing a need for 
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more schools in such remote villages, I 
decided to build them myself. 
When the rst school was ready, the village 
threw a big celebration to thank me. The 
village chief said he had been waiting for 
me for 30 years. I started to cry. 
Why does anybody have to wait 
30 years for a school? What’s 
wrong with this system? 
Education should be available to 
everybody. That’s what hit me, 
that I can make a difference. 
So I decided to continue this journey. 
How old are the children attending
your schools?
The children will be as young as 5 to 
about 15 years old. Out of the 40 
schools to be built in Myanmar, 10 will 
be kindergartens while the rest are basic 
schools ranging from Grade 1 to Grade 
8 (Secondary 1 to Secondary 2). They 
don’t have Secondary 3 and Secondary 
4 in Myanmar. 
There are also computer classes, with 
no age limit. Most students are in their 
20s. The biggest one is in the city of 
Mandalay, where the students can 
study 3 months for free. 
We also conduct education courses for 
parents and teachers on how to 
communicate and interact with their 
children and students. 
What were some of the major 
challenges you faced in running 
Magical Light Foundation?
I don’t have any obstacles. It’s all in the 
mind. If you think you have an obstacle, 
there’ll always be one. So nd another 
way around it. I’ve been able to achieve 
what I want because I’ve removed the 
word “obstacle” from my vocabulary.
How do you go about raising funds for 
your projects?
Every time I do something, I’ll post it on 
Facebook for my followers. Over the 
years, people gave me their trust. When 
I raise funds, be it a few hundred or tens 
of thousands of dollars, they will pledge 
their money. If I had started with 
promoting the foundation rst, it may not 
have worked. 
Today, people recognise Ben Cheong, but 
I have to slowly erase that so that people 
recognise Magical Light Foundation. If not, 
the foundation won’t be able to do well. 
It’s not about my legacy. It’s about what I 
can offer people.
The foundation actually has a core team 
of fundraisers who are working on 
getting corporate funding. This team will 
take over from me so that I can 
concentrate on doing work on the 
ground, which I’m good at.
How can social enterprises sustain 
themselves in the long run?
Many groups that started doing charity 
work start with good intentions. But 
they have no plan. That’s why they fail. 
It’s important to know why you are 
doing it. Make sure you’re doing 
something that can make a difference. 
Find a niche, as many people are 
already doing charity work.
In Singapore for example, what the poor 
and needy need is a good social worker 
to direct them to the relevant parties for 
help. That’s the right way to do it. Not to 
start your own charity to help them. It’s a 
waste of logistics, time and energy. 
That’s why a lot of groups fail in the end. 
So many big organisations are already 
doing something, so why start your small 
group and then have funding issues?
What succession plan have
you implemented?
My work will not end until the day I die. 
But I need someone to take over, to 
continue the work I’ve started. We are in 
a transition period now, so whether the 
team can sustain itself in the future, I 
cannot guarantee. But people believe in 
Ben Cheong. So they will have to believe 
in Magical Light Foundation. 
I have one successor who is with me on 
every trip to learn. But he has a 
different opinion of things and how 
they should be done. That’s okay, but I 
explain to him why I’m doing it a 
certain way. It’s important for him to 
see my point of view, why I decided to 
help this particular village and not 
another one. That is something you can 
only see on the ground. It’s about 
understanding the culture and the 
people you are working with. AC
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Back in 1999, Shell arrived in Palawan 
to begin work on the Malampaya 
deepwater gas-to-power project, where 
they discovered an alarming fact. A 
deadly, but wholly preventable disease, 
is claiming thousands of lives in the 
Philippine province. 40,000 Palawan 
residents were infected with malaria – a 
number that could easily put half a 
million locals at risk. 
It was clear that there’s a need to 
create a collaborative and sustainable 
movement to help address the malaria 
problem. Hence, Kilusan Ligtas Malaria 
(KLM) was born. Since then, the 
initiative has expanded from one 
province into a nationwide health 
programme. It was also renamed 
Movement Against Malaria (MAM).
“As one of Shell’s agship sustainable 
development healthcare programmes, 
MAM’s vision is to contribute to 
nation-building by providing access to 
healthcare for one of the world’s most 
deadly diseases, and by helping meet 
one of the United Nation’s Millennium 
Development Goals,” said Edgar Chua, 
Country Chairman of Shell companies in 
the Philippines.
Today, after sixteen years, the company 
nds itself at a critical juncture in its ght 
against the mosquito-borne disease. 
Through sustained partnerships, 
consolidated funding and a 
long-standing commitment to spread 
awareness, promote prevention and 
provide treatment, MAM is now on its 
home stretch, with only 13 
malaria-infected provinces left to ght in 
the Philippines.
It’s a huge step forward towards the 
movement’s overall objective, which is 
to rid the country of malaria by 2030. 
An audacious goal? Maybe. But 
considering the global statistics 
attributed to the disease – 3.2 billion 
people at risk, 214 million reported 
cases in 2015 alone, and 438,000 
deaths – the boldness of their vision 
has become a moral imperative.
What are some of MAM’s biggest 
challenges in achieving its goal?
There are a number of key challenges, 
including severe lack of human 
resource capacity, underdevelopment 
of the national surveillance system and 
function, an inadequate national M&E 
framework, and limited service 
accessibility for indigenous people and 
mobile groups living in remote areas.
Indigenous people also present a special 
challenge because of pervasive cultural 
beliefs (like resistance to needles and 
blood smearing), sheer difculty in 
reaching their villages and literacy 
issues. Yet they are – in addition to the 
displaced and mobile population, 
pregnant women, the elderly, and 
children under 5 years old – the most 
vulnerable to malaria. Unfortunately, the 
indigenous community is also the most 
unaware of malaria’s symptoms, 
treatment and prevention.
How can MAM ensure that the rates of 
malaria parasite transmission continue 
to fall?
For this year, the focus of the movement’s 
interventions will be on 13 priority 
control phase provinces, where 
additional resources we are putting in 
are likely to deliver maximum impact. 
These are Cagayan, Isabela, Nueva 
Ecija, Zambales, Bulacan, Quezon, 
Occidental Mindoro, Palawan, 
Maguindanao, Zamboanga del Sur, 
Zamboanga Sibugay, Sulu and 
Tawi-Tawi, where more than 90% of 
malaria cases come from.
How can this initiative strengthen health 
systems so that endemic areas can 
manage malaria better?
Each of the decentralised provincial-level 
malaria programmes in the target areas 
were capacitated to be able to provide 
the services and leadership to effectively 
manage the control and elimination 
programme. Local government units, 
through their local chief executives, are 
major stakeholders because of the strong 
political will and leadership that their 
positions entitle them to.
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The importance of engaging local 
community representatives and barangay 
health service providers should also be 
recognised. On a community level, they 
will be the ones who can directly provide 
diagnostic and referral services, which 
will make malaria diagnosis and 
treatment available in remote areas, 
where regular or advanced healthcare 
facilities are often unavailable.
On a more concrete level, how is MAM 
approaching the intervention?
Throughout the years, the movement took 
an integrated, multi-sectoral approach that 
was tailored to each area. It rode on local 
festivities, with initiatives anchored to a 
selected district’s geographical location.
These included  the establishment of 
Microscopy Centers and Rapid 
Diagnostic Test Centers (RDT) in the most 
endemic villages, which resulted in the 
conrmation and treatment of thousands 
of patients, including the identication of 
asymptomatic individuals who are the 
source of the parasite and transmission. 
An innovation to increase further the 
diagnostic coverage included training of 
volunteers and local leaders among the 
indigenous people.
We also distributed print collaterals for 
awareness, hosted educational 
campaigns for pregnant women (they are 
among the most vulnerable to malaria), 
gave away long-lasting 
insecticide-treated nets, instituted regular 
spraying of homes in endemic villages, 
and rolled out a Malaria Text Report 
System as an early warning system to 
support surveillance.
In terms of scale and reach, what are 
MAM’s major milestones?
Since the movement began, we have 
been able to distribute over seven million 
nets, sprayed two million homes with 
residual insecticides, completed the 
training of over 13,000 health workers, 
provided support for over two thousand 
health facilities and diagnostic/treatment 
centres, diagnosed over three million 
individuals through microscopy and RDT, 
and distributed over two hundred 
thousand pregnancy packages.
Malaria eradication is part of the 
Millenium Development Goals. How do 
MAM’s accomplishments address these?
Our commitment to this cause paved the 
way for the movement to stop and reverse 
the burden of malaria in the Philippines 
way before its 2015 deadline. Today, the 
country has 28 provinces declared 
malaria-free and 31 provinces have 
reached zero-malaria status.
Towards the end of 2014, the country 
applied for continued support under The 
Global Fund’s New Funding Model 
scheme. In 2015, a new grant was 
awarded to Shell to continue with its 
malaria-control activities. Among its top 
achievements were the continuing decline 
in malaria morbidity rate in 2012 and 
malaria mortality remaining low.
How will MAM continue to sustain its 
success so far?
From the start, we knew that the 
programme’s success was largely because 
of the support given by the local government 
representatives and health providers.
Similarly, partners including 
Department of Health, the World 
Health Organization, The Global Fund, 
and the Asian Development Bank are 
essential in communicating the 
programme’s goals to concerned 
government and non-government 
agencies that can further enhance, 
support, guide, monitor, and evaluate 
the implementation of the programme. 
But our achievements are fragile, 
and without continued public, 
political and financial support, the 
milestones we have reached 
throughout our 16-year-fight 
against malaria could be reversed. 
In 2015, when outbreaks occurred in 
several villages in Palawan due to 
various factors, it reminded us that 
everyone’s vigilance is essential. That 
said, we continue to seek out ways to 
provide support that will ensure the 
resilience of the movement’s efforts. 
Back in 1999, Shell arrived in Palawan 
to begin work on the Malampaya 
deepwater gas-to-power project, where 
they discovered an alarming fact. A 
deadly, but wholly preventable disease, 
is claiming thousands of lives in the 
Philippine province. 40,000 Palawan 
residents were infected with malaria – a 
number that could easily put half a 
million locals at risk. 
It was clear that there’s a need to 
create a collaborative and sustainable 
movement to help address the malaria 
problem. Hence, Kilusan Ligtas Malaria 
(KLM) was born. Since then, the 
initiative has expanded from one 
province into a nationwide health 
programme. It was also renamed 
Movement Against Malaria (MAM).
“As one of Shell’s agship sustainable 
development healthcare programmes, 
MAM’s vision is to contribute to 
nation-building by providing access to 
healthcare for one of the world’s most 
deadly diseases, and by helping meet 
one of the United Nation’s Millennium 
Development Goals,” said Edgar Chua, 
Country Chairman of Shell companies in 
the Philippines.
Today, after sixteen years, the company 
nds itself at a critical juncture in its ght 
against the mosquito-borne disease. 
Through sustained partnerships, 
consolidated funding and a 
long-standing commitment to spread 
awareness, promote prevention and 
provide treatment, MAM is now on its 
home stretch, with only 13 
malaria-infected provinces left to ght in 
the Philippines.
It’s a huge step forward towards the 
movement’s overall objective, which is 
to rid the country of malaria by 2030. 
An audacious goal? Maybe. But 
considering the global statistics 
attributed to the disease – 3.2 billion 
people at risk, 214 million reported 
cases in 2015 alone, and 438,000 
deaths – the boldness of their vision 
has become a moral imperative.
What are some of MAM’s biggest 
challenges in achieving its goal?
There are a number of key challenges, 
including severe lack of human 
resource capacity, underdevelopment 
of the national surveillance system and 
function, an inadequate national M&E 
framework, and limited service 
accessibility for indigenous people and 
mobile groups living in remote areas.
Indigenous people also present a special 
challenge because of pervasive cultural 
beliefs (like resistance to needles and 
blood smearing), sheer difculty in 
reaching their villages and literacy 
issues. Yet they are – in addition to the 
displaced and mobile population, 
pregnant women, the elderly, and 
children under 5 years old – the most 
vulnerable to malaria. Unfortunately, the 
indigenous community is also the most 
unaware of malaria’s symptoms, 
treatment and prevention.
How can MAM ensure that the rates of 
malaria parasite transmission continue 
to fall?
For this year, the focus of the movement’s 
interventions will be on 13 priority 
control phase provinces, where 
additional resources we are putting in 
are likely to deliver maximum impact. 
These are Cagayan, Isabela, Nueva 
Ecija, Zambales, Bulacan, Quezon, 
Occidental Mindoro, Palawan, 
Maguindanao, Zamboanga del Sur, 
Zamboanga Sibugay, Sulu and 
Tawi-Tawi, where more than 90% of 
malaria cases come from.
How can this initiative strengthen health 
systems so that endemic areas can 
manage malaria better?
Each of the decentralised provincial-level 
malaria programmes in the target areas 
were capacitated to be able to provide 
the services and leadership to effectively 
manage the control and elimination 
programme. Local government units, 
through their local chief executives, are 
major stakeholders because of the strong 
political will and leadership that their 
positions entitle them to.
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The importance of engaging local 
community representatives and barangay 
health service providers should also be 
recognised. On a community level, they 
will be the ones who can directly provide 
diagnostic and referral services, which 
will make malaria diagnosis and 
treatment available in remote areas, 
where regular or advanced healthcare 
facilities are often unavailable.
On a more concrete level, how is MAM 
approaching the intervention?
Throughout the years, the movement took 
an integrated, multi-sectoral approach that 
was tailored to each area. It rode on local 
 
festivities, with initiatives anchored to a 
selected district’s geographical location.
These included  the establishment of 
Microscopy Centers and Rapid 
Diagnostic Test Centers (RDT) in the most 
endemic villages, which resulted in the 
conrmation and treatment of thousands 
of patients, including the identication of 
asymptomatic individuals who are the 
source of the parasite and transmission. 
An innovation to increase further the 
diagnostic coverage included training of 
volunteers and local leaders among the 
indigenous people.
We also distributed print collaterals for 
awareness, hosted educational 
campaigns for pregnant women (they are 
among the most vulnerable to malaria), 
gave away long-lasting 
insecticide-treated nets, instituted regular 
spraying of homes in endemic villages, 
and rolled out a Malaria Text Report 
System as an early warning system to 
support surveillance.
In terms of scale and reach, what are 
MAM’s major milestones?
Since the movement began, we have 
been able to distribute over seven million 
nets, sprayed two million homes with 
residual insecticides, completed the 
training of over 13,000 health workers, 
provided support for over two thousand 
health facilities and diagnostic/treatment 
centres, diagnosed over three million 
individuals through microscopy and RDT, 
and distributed over two hundred 
thousand pregnancy packages.
Malaria eradication is part of the 
Millenium Development Goals. How do 
MAM’s accomplishments address these?
Our commitment to this cause paved the 
way for the movement to stop and reverse 
the burden of malaria in the Philippines 
way before its 2015 deadline. Today, the 
country has 28 provinces declared 
malaria-free and 31 provinces have 
reached zero-malaria status.
Towards the end of 2014, the country 
applied for continued support under The 
Global Fund’s New Funding Model 
scheme. In 2015, a new grant was 
awarded to Shell to continue with its 
malaria-control activities. Among its top 
achievements were the continuing decline 
in malaria morbidity rate in 2012 and 
malaria mortality remaining low.
How will MAM continue to sustain its 
success so far?
From the start, we knew that the 
programme’s success was largely because 
of the support given by the local government 
representatives and health providers.
Similarly, partners including 
Department of Health, the World 
Health Organization, The Global Fund, 
and the Asian Development Bank are 
essential in communicating the 
programme’s goals to concerned 
government and non-government 
agencies that can further enhance, 
support, guide, monitor, and evaluate 
the implementation of the programme. 
But our achievements are fragile, 
and without continued public, 
political and financial support, the 
milestones we have reached 
throughout our 16-year-fight 
against malaria could be reversed. 
In 2015, when outbreaks occurred in 
several villages in Palawan due to 
various factors, it reminded us that 
everyone’s vigilance is essential. That 
said, we continue to seek out ways to 
provide support that will ensure the 
resilience of the movement’s efforts. 
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In 2013, Typhoon Haiyan devastated the Philippines and 
affected over 11.5 million people. 544,000 people were 
displaced and 130,000 homes were destroyed. Several 
international and local organisations galvanised support for 
the tragedy-stricken communities. Key among them was the 
Ayala Foundation.
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STEWARD LEADERSHIP
The foundation was established by the Zobel de Ayala 
family – Philippines’ largest and oldest business 
conglomerate. Its mission is to address economic 
development in Manila and the country’s rural areas. In the 
wake of Haiyan, the foundation launched a series of 
programmes to address the needs of the affected 
communities, including training teachers and building 
schools and libraries.
The philanthropic nature of the Ayala Foundation is a 
reection of stewardship, the practice of nurturing and 
growing one’s responsibilities for the long-term greater 
good. It’s not about nancial gain or social esteem. 
Business leaders who are good stewards understand that 
their organisation is connected to society and that prot, 
rather than being the business’ sole objective, is the 
outcome of delivering benet to society.
PURPOSEFUL LEADERSHIP
Based on this approach, what then is a company’s purpose? 
Look no further than the entrepreneurship scene in any 
economy – companies are created to meet a need in society. 
Sometimes the need is one of convenience, such as the market 
gap that Uber is lling. But at other times, the need is a 
profound one that tremendously affects social well-being. For 
example, the founder of consumer products Unilever invented 
bar soap in Victorian-era Britain in a bid to reduce infant 
mortality caused by poor hygiene.
It is important that business leaders understand the 
organisation’s broader purpose and ensure that the rm’s 
goals are compatible, focused and prioritised. Companies are 
not faceless entities – they are composed of people who have 
a range of aspirations and inclinations. To have true integrity, 
businesses need to make sure that the way individuals make 
everyday decisions is aligned with their core purpose.
Using the organisation as a channel for good is a vital 
element of stewardship. Philanthropic initiatives by 
well-stewarded companies underscore the focus on social 
good as one of the lynchpins of stewardship. In the past few 
years, certain global entrepreneurs and business leaders have 
promoted a range of business models aimed at “doing good,” 
such as social enterprises, value-based businesses and 
catalytic organisations. Sir Richard Branson, founder of the 
Virgin group of companies, once said: “Businesses can be a 
force for good, and shouldn’t think of themselves as just 
worrying about the bottomline prot.”
STEPS TO GOOD STEWARD LEADERSHIP
If a business is to be a force for good, its leadership 
must pave the way for people in the organisation to 
do good. 
Steward leaders do this by building trust – they engage 
employees through a consistent and long-term approach, and 
encourage mutually benecial interactions with other 
stakeholders. They actively practise empathy, prudence, 
accountability, and care, and observe three essential practices:
LEADING WITH IMPACT
Steward leaders pursue a transformational leadership style. 
They prioritise their employees’ interests, value 
communication, and challenge processes and practices that 
reduce organisational effectiveness. They gain respect and 
trust from maintaining high moral and ethical standards. The 
outcome of this leadership style is increased motivation, 
commitment and engagement among employees, together with 
a culture that fosters creativity and encourages new and better 
ways of operating. A company that exemplies this practice is 
Google, which requires employees to spend 20 percent of 
their time doing something unrelated to work, in order to 
foster creativity and a positive work-life balance. 
SAFEGUARDING THE FUTURE
Steward leaders seek to protect the interests of all 
stakeholders in a transparent, accountable manner. They 
embed stewardship within the organisational culture so that 
relationships are based on trust rather than being 
transactional. The organisational structure is decentralised 
and employees have the autonomy to contribute to the 
company’s purpose over the long term. The leaders themselves 
take a measured approach to risk, balancing short-term 
strategies with long-term thinking. They manage resources 
carefully, and effect forward-looking policies and standards. 
In this way, they ensure that the organisation’s success can 
continue over time. 
DRIVING TOWARDS GREATER SOCIAL GOOD
Steward leaders effect change that universally benets and 
inspires others. They maintain a strong relationship with all 
stakeholders, ensuring that the organisation is in touch with 
the broader societal context within which it operates. They are 
committed to making responsible decisions with a sound moral 
foundation, and they focus on the mutual development of 
themselves and their organisations to constantly improve their 
values. For example, Ratan Tata, founder and chairman of 
Tata Sons, is an avid philanthropist, regularly investing prots 
into India’s rural population. When asked why, he simply 
stated: “We owe them that. It gives the community a sense of 
belonging and sharing in our growth, rather than developing 
distaste for us.”
Overall, stewardship draws on notions of accountability, a 
long-term orientation and responsibility for protecting and 
growing assets over time. By embedding stewardship 
orientation into an organisation’s framework, leaders ensure 
that they will remain positive forces to society. They 
understand that they inuence and are similarly inuenced by 
their environment, and aim to inspire through stewardship 
practices – igniting hope and fostering social benet in their 
communities and in the global society as a whole. 
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In 2013, Typhoon Haiyan devastated the Philippines and 
affected over 11.5 million people. 544,000 people were 
displaced and 130,000 homes were destroyed. Several 
international and local organisations galvanised support for 
the tragedy-stricken communities. Key among them was the 
Ayala Foundation.
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The foundation was established by the Zobel de Ayala 
family – Philippines’ largest and oldest business 
conglomerate. Its mission is to address economic 
development in Manila and the country’s rural areas. In the 
wake of Haiyan, the foundation launched a series of 
programmes to address the needs of the affected 
communities, including training teachers and building 
schools and libraries.
The philanthropic nature of the Ayala Foundation is a 
reection of stewardship, the practice of nurturing and 
growing one’s responsibilities for the long-term greater 
good. It’s not about nancial gain or social esteem. 
Business leaders who are good stewards understand that 
their organisation is connected to society and that prot, 
rather than being the business’ sole objective, is the 
outcome of delivering benet to society.
PURPOSEFUL LEADERSHIP
Based on this approach, what then is a company’s purpose? 
Look no further than the entrepreneurship scene in any 
economy – companies are created to meet a need in society. 
Sometimes the need is one of convenience, such as the market 
gap that Uber is lling. But at other times, the need is a 
profound one that tremendously affects social well-being. For 
example, the founder of consumer products Unilever invented 
bar soap in Victorian-era Britain in a bid to reduce infant 
mortality caused by poor hygiene.
It is important that business leaders understand the 
organisation’s broader purpose and ensure that the rm’s 
goals are compatible, focused and prioritised. Companies are 
not faceless entities – they are composed of people who have 
a range of aspirations and inclinations. To have true integrity, 
businesses need to make sure that the way individuals make 
everyday decisions is aligned with their core purpose.
Using the organisation as a channel for good is a vital 
element of stewardship. Philanthropic initiatives by 
well-stewarded companies underscore the focus on social 
good as one of the lynchpins of stewardship. In the past few 
years, certain global entrepreneurs and business leaders have 
promoted a range of business models aimed at “doing good,” 
such as social enterprises, value-based businesses and 
catalytic organisations. Sir Richard Branson, founder of the 
Virgin group of companies, once said: “Businesses can be a 
force for good, and shouldn’t think of themselves as just 
worrying about the bottomline prot.”
STEPS TO GOOD STEWARD LEADERSHIP
If a business is to be a force for good, its leadership 
must pave the way for people in the organisation to 
do good. 
Steward leaders do this by building trust – they engage 
employees through a consistent and long-term approach, and 
encourage mutually benecial interactions with other 
stakeholders. They actively practise empathy, prudence, 
accountability, and care, and observe three essential practices:
LEADING WITH IMPACT
Steward leaders pursue a transformational leadership style. 
They prioritise their employees’ interests, value 
communication, and challenge processes and practices that 
reduce organisational effectiveness. They gain respect and 
trust from maintaining high moral and ethical standards. The 
outcome of this leadership style is increased motivation, 
commitment and engagement among employees, together with 
a culture that fosters creativity and encourages new and better 
ways of operating. A company that exemplies this practice is 
Google, which requires employees to spend 20 percent of 
their time doing something unrelated to work, in order to 
foster creativity and a positive work-life balance. 
SAFEGUARDING THE FUTURE
Steward leaders seek to protect the interests of all 
stakeholders in a transparent, accountable manner. They 
embed stewardship within the organisational culture so that 
relationships are based on trust rather than being 
transactional. The organisational structure is decentralised 
and employees have the autonomy to contribute to the 
company’s purpose over the long term. The leaders themselves 
take a measured approach to risk, balancing short-term 
strategies with long-term thinking. They manage resources 
carefully, and effect forward-looking policies and standards. 
In this way, they ensure that the organisation’s success can 
continue over time. 
DRIVING TOWARDS GREATER SOCIAL GOOD
Steward leaders effect change that universally benets and 
inspires others. They maintain a strong relationship with all 
stakeholders, ensuring that the organisation is in touch with 
the broader societal context within which it operates. They are 
committed to making responsible decisions with a sound moral 
foundation, and they focus on the mutual development of 
themselves and their organisations to constantly improve their 
values. For example, Ratan Tata, founder and chairman of 
Tata Sons, is an avid philanthropist, regularly investing prots 
into India’s rural population. When asked why, he simply 
stated: “We owe them that. It gives the community a sense of 
belonging and sharing in our growth, rather than developing 
distaste for us.”
Overall, stewardship draws on notions of accountability, a 
long-term orientation and responsibility for protecting and 
growing assets over time. By embedding stewardship 
orientation into an organisation’s framework, leaders ensure 
that they will remain positive forces to society. They 
understand that they inuence and are similarly inuenced by 
their environment, and aim to inspire through stewardship 
practices – igniting hope and fostering social benet in their 
communities and in the global society as a whole. 
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              When we think about the 
term “societal leader”, who comes 
to mind? We may have named a 
leader who is deeply involved in 
community service, with the aim of 
improving the lives of others. We 
may also have named a prominent 
political or business figure, whose 
leadership has made significant 
positive impact in the society. 
While it is possible to name an 
individual, it may be more difcult to 
identify key differential traits among 
these societal leaders whom we have 
named, and to explain how these traits 
contribute to their leadership successes 
or challenges, in the volatile and 
complex society we live in. 
Why is this so? Is it because it is hard to 
describe the essence of what we think 
societal leadership is? Or could it be that, 
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often, the social impact that societal 
leaders have helped create varies, 
whether in its nature or depth? 
It may be that the construct of societal 
leadership is not easy to unpack. There 
are several reasons for this:
Firstly, while leadership is often 
associated with a position that one 
holds, such as that of a manager or chief 
executive ofcer (CEO), “Societal 
Leader” is a title that is often bestowed 
on an individual by the community or 
society, in or beyond one’s lifetime. Thus, 
one does not simply call or self-appoint 
himself or herself a societal leader. 
Rather, it seems to be a title conferred to 
him/her by others. A societal leader may 
or may not be directly linked with a 
formal leadership position but often 
he/she would inspire and engage others 
in supporting their cause. 
Secondly, we see societal leadership as 
both a leadership philosophy and a set 
of leadership practices. We may nd 
that it encompasses various leadership 
styles and behaviours. A societal leader 
may exhibit traits tied to servant 
leadership as espoused by Robert 
Greenleaf or adaptive leadership by 
Ronald Heifetz – putting service to others 
before one’s own self-interest, or 
transformational leadership, inspiring 
positive change in others. 
We don’t see societal leadership 
as a form of leadership; we see it 
as a philosophy - the conviction 
and commitment to create 
sustainable change for the 
betterment of society. 
This philosophy denes what a societal 
leader expects, values and how he/she 
acts to create sustainable social impact.
Thirdly, the nature of societal 
leadership requires us to draw a tight 
connection between the exercise of 
leadership, i.e. styles and behaviours, 
and contextual factors such as societal 
issues or economic situations. 
Generating positive and impactful 
change is at the heart of what societal 
leaders do. It is necessary to 
understand what their motivations and 
objectives are, and relate these to the 
means by which they attain their 
desired outcomes and results. This is 
especially so for societal leadership, as 
societal leaders are often perceived as 
change-makers who focus on creating 
impactful change on specic social 
issues in a community, so as to benet 
the most vulnerable people in society. 
To date, studies on leaders who lead or 
facilitate societal transformation, and/or 
contribute immensely to social impact 
organisations (e.g. not-for-prot 
organisations, civic service organisations, 
social enterprises, etc.) remain scarce. 
Yet, it is important to understand this 
group of leaders because of their crucial 
roles in mobilising resources and 
motivating people to do good.
Apart from developing an understanding 
of the requisites of a societal leader, it is 
also important to study what 
characterises societal leadership. Our 
preliminary analysis of interview data 
with 20 distinguished individuals who 
are regarded as societal leaders by 
many, shows that there are at least three 
distinct principles that societal leaders 
are often associated with: (1) strong 
intention, drive and commitment to create 
impactful change, so as to benet others; 
(2) a legacy that people remember, not 
premised on short-lived effects but a 
long-lasting, positive externality; (3) 
inspiring others to be change-makers or 
engaging them in support of their cause. 
The Institute for Societal Leadership (ISL) 
operationalises the denition of societal 
leadership to be ‘the practice of creating 
sustainable value and impact for the 
betterment of society within one’s largest 
sphere of inuence’. Given this working 
denition, societal leaders would include 
individuals who have made positive and 
lasting impact on their societies through 
their ofcial public service duties, those 
who make direct impact by doing social 
impact work that benets others, as well 
as leaders who manage organisations or 
ventures that focuses primarily on 
catalysing and driving social change and 
nurturing their stakeholders’ capabilities 
to do good. 
We are still at the nascent stage of 
conceptualising the societal leadership 
construct. We would continue to examine 
and develop our understanding, 
particularly key parameters that could be 
used to identify and motivate individuals 
to take on societal leadership roles as 
well as the potential benets and 
challenges of studying this construct, 
through empirical research and 
academic discourse. 
Despite the difculty in understanding 
what societal leadership is, it is important 
to uncover and articulate what it means to 
be a societal leader. By deepening our 
understanding of societal leadership, and 
codifying the traits and philosophy, we will 
be more equipped to raise and nurture 
future generations of societal leaders – 
individuals who are driven and inspired 
towards creating impactful, sustainable 
change in society. Such an understanding 
would also be important for the 
development of more, and relevant, 
capacity-building initiatives that will 
enable ISL to help current and emerging 
societal leaders to do good better. The 
more we build our understanding of 
societal leadership, the more we are 
investing in our future collectively.
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Doing good versus doing well. 
Sustaining a social enterprise is a 
challenge. It would mean keeping costs 
low and maximising prots while 
simultaneously creating a big impact on 
the community. Having an expanded 
target growth every year is a 
reasonable effort, but this should be 
supported by the organisation’s 
nancial capability. 
BALANCING ACT
Trying to keep the social mission alive 
while maintaining a sustainable business 
is a constant balancing act. The 
willingness to challenge the founder’s 
idealism in tough situations is what 
determines the organisation’s success. 
FOCUSING ON THE MISSION
Having a good brand provides some 
social enterprises with more access to 
nancial support, usually given by 
international organisations that have their 
own agenda. Assessing the social 
enterprise’s internal ability and knowing 
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when to take the opportunity is hard. 
Sometimes, this distracts the organisation 
from its course, which might hinder its 
ability to be sustainable in the future.
 
ATTRACTING TALENT INTO THE 
SOCIAL SECTOR
Human resource (HR) is often forgotten 
by social entrepreneurs. Very few have 
designated HR departments or a 
competent HR team. Many social 
entrepreneurs have difculties lling 
middle-management positions, due to: 
1. Job openings not being made public 
and employers looking for talent only 
within their existing network. There might 
be a trust issue and unwillingness to let 
“strangers” run the organisation that they 
have painstakingly built.
2. New recruits taking some time to 
adapt to the unique nature of a social 
enterprise, which is more challenging to 
develop, compared to a traditional 
business model. 
3. Salaries not being as attractive as 
those in larger companies. In order to 
attract talent, social enterprises must be 
compelling enough to draw potential 
employees who are looking for a new 
challenge and contribute meaningfully to 
society at the same time. 
To resolve this, social entrepreneurs hire 
volunteers. However, this is a short-term 
solution. Ideally, these volunteers should 
be able to build up the capacity of the 
full-time staff so that they could 
eventually take over the volunteers’ role. 
 
RETAINING PEOPLE IN THE 
SOCIAL SECTOR
1. Maintaining employee purpose
Most employees join the organisation 
because they believe in its cause. But if 
their needs aren’t fullled, for instance, not 
having targets or deliverables to achieve, 
their motivation will fade. Then how does 
the organisation keep its purpose alive, 
when working is no longer only about the 
money, but also about creating an impact 
on the people around them?
The organisation’s inability to do this 
would result in high turnover, as social 
enterprises are competing with other 
developmental organisations (especially 
UN agencies) or big corporations that can 
compensate workers with higher salaries. 
Retention efforts in the form of nancial 
incentives are temporary and expensive.
In order to do their best, employees need to 
understand their importance and how their 
roles interweave with the organisation’s 
purpose. Instilling programmes like 
employee advancement or development and 
constantly disseminating leadership 
messages will help.
2. Fair compensation
The reason why social impact 
organisations are unable to offer 
competitive packages is because donors 
often do not recognise the need to fund 
overheads. This mindset, unfortunately, 
makes it difcult for social organisations 
to work at scale.
However, people should not be 
undervalued just because they are 
working in the social sector. If they 
continue to get paid less than their peers 
working in the business sector, at some 
point, the organisation will lose them. So 
social organisations should prioritise cost 
allocation and keep their salaries 
competitive by trying to match the 
market rate of other industries.
However, if money is an issue, employers 
can make up for it by giving other staff 
benets like exible working hours or 
additional leave balance, so that their 
employees could have more family time. 
 
3. Challenge vs Excitement
Social enterprises tend to hire young 
professionals, due to lower salary 
demands and an eagerness to learn. But 
talented and ambitious staff, who want to 
broaden their experience and get more 
responsibilities, are often lost if they are 
not offered interesting career and 
development prospects. While many social 
enterprises are growing fast, new 
leadership positions won’t always translate 
into chances for promotion. So employers 
need to focus on providing its young 
employees with constant challenges to 
learn from.
LEADERSHIP AT THE 
ORGANISATION AND ITS DYNAMICS
Founders of social enterprises often start 
the business with similar goals, believing 
that that was enough to thrust the 
organisation forward. Intrinsic motivation 
comes rst and economic reasons come 
second. Relationship between the 
founders is often informal – decisions 
taken and investments made are 
sometimes based on trust and consensus. 
As the organisation grows, trust between 
the leaders may fade. They may have 
had different ideas on where they want 
the organisation to go, but lack of 
institution among themselves can cause 
major issues. But leadership is a crucial 
factor in determining the success of a 
social enterprise: 
1. Ethical leadership is characterised by 
trustworthy leaders, who serve as ethical 
role models and enforce clear standards 
for ethical behaviour among followers. 
Ethical leaders also have their 
employees’ best interest at heart and 
listen to what they have to say.
2. Transformational leaders inspire 
followers with their vision and stimulate 
them to challenge themselves and their 
way of thinking, while uniting them with 
a common vision and core values.
3. Empowering leadership includes 
aspects such as encouraging independent 
action, self-development and 
mutually-agreed performance goals. This 
is key to unleashing their followers’ 
potential, engagement and creativity.
Most entrepreneurs tend to be 
transformational leaders. If they team up 
with a strong manager, they can be 
powerful. What often separates a social 
entrepreneur that has been able to scale 
and grow, from one that has not, is the 
ability to recognise the weakness on their 
transactional side and leave it to those 
who are better at it. 
Leadership, at its best, gets the 
best people into teams, and gets 
the best out of those people.
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